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Toughness. It's not a word that has been associated much with the Atlanta Hawks in recent years, especially the way 
the Hawks went out in record-setting fashion in the second round of the playoffs last season against Orlando. (The 
record being a negative one — the largest margin of defeat in a four-game sweep.)

Yet here they are 23 games into the season third in the Eastern Conference at 15-8 — somehow a half-game up on 
the Miami Heat, the World's Most Scrutinized Basketball Team — having survived a stretch of seven losses in nine 
games and, for the moment, appearing as if they have what it takes to not only get by during the absence of leading-
scorer and All-Star Joe Johnson but to succeed.

Since Johnson went out the Hawks are 4-1, with the only loss coming on the road to the aforementioned Heat in fairly
-respectable fashion, trailing by only two points entering the fourth quarter. On Monday, they went on the road and 
defeated their nemesis, the Magic, who have the East's second-best record. Then they followed up by coming home 
the next night and avenging a loss to New Jersey from earlier this season that resulted in the calling of a team 
meeting.

“Well, it was nice to get over the hump after we came so close the last time we played them,” Hawks coach Larry 
Drew said before Tuesday's game, referring to a 93-89 loss at Orlando on Nov. 8. “As I told the guys after our last 
game [with Orlando] that we definitely couldn't be satisfied as a moral victory because we are a team that we're 
certainly trying to move up the ladder and try to consider ourselves as one of the better teams in the East.

“Orlando has beaten us like a drum for the last couple of years — I don't know how many meetings it's been. Just at 
some point you got to stand up and be counted and we went in there the previous time, I believe, off a back-to-back, 
which I thought was a great challenge for us. Given that we travel, that they were there waiting for us, given what 
they had done to us the last couple of years and we played a good game, we just didn't finish it.

“Some people look at it as moral victory. For me, it's either we win or we lose, and we lost. Whether it's by four or by 
40, but I did tell the guys after that game the next time we play that team we will definitely be ready. We will play 
with a level of energy, I felt, because we have proven that we were much better than what we indicated in the 
playoffs last year. It was good last night to really move past that. We came close the last time but came away empty-
handed.  But this time we finished it out. It made it extra sweet because we did it without Joe and a lot of people 
didn't think we could go into that place and come out with a win, especially without, probably, our main guy. But our 
guys did, so it says a lot about our team.”

Yes, the Hawks gutted out a victory. The final score was 80-74 against Orlando. Yes, the team that averaged 107 
points against them in the playoffs, they held to 74. Without Johnson. OK, the Magic might have been without starting point guard Jameer Nelson, who had a 
stomach virus, but the Hawks will take it any way.

“Last night was one of those nights where both teams struggled shooting the ball,” Hawks forward Al Horford said before Tuesday's 116-101 win over New Jersey. 
“We just found a way to win. Obviously, Joe is a big part of the scoring of this team, so we're hurting when he's not around. So we just have to make it up in other 
areas.”

Like defense, and defense requires toughness. To that end, the Hawks signed journeyman Damien Wilkins, the former University of Georgia standout, to replace 
Johnson. Drew said he wants Wilkins to “defend and be a pit bull.”

Wilkins was plus-7 for the Hawks in only 12 minutes against Orlando — fourth best on the team and better than three starters. Wilkins said it's easy for him to “play 
angry, so to speak.”

“Well, that's one of the things that I'm accustomed to doing,” Wilkins said. “I wouldn't say 'calling,' but that was pretty much what got me my first job in Seattle. 
That's what (former Sonics coach) Nate McMillan asked me. He had a team full of scorers. 'Come in and be a difference-maker on the other end' because we didn't 
have anyone else who could do it.' . . . And it helped us get to an appearance in the playoffs. Hopefully, I can do the same here.”

Wilkins said signing in Atlanta, where his uncle Dominique serves as the analyst on Fox Sports South, was “surreal” and his dream.

“It's fun,” said Wilkins, whose father Gerald played 13 seasons in the NBA. “It's really what I asked for. Most of my career, I've always wanted (Dominique) to see 
me play because I was such of a fan of him growing up. He was my favorite player growing up. I know my dad had his thing going on, too, but my uncle was who I 
always enjoyed watching — I idolized — as a basketball player. He's the guy that I wanted his acceptance, so now he gets paid to watch every one of my games 
and that's a treat. He actually has to see my play.”

Sounds like motivation enough. It's funny how adversity can shape teams and make them learn things about themselves that they might not have otherwise learned. 
In the Hawks' case, losing Johnson might help them get in touch with their tougher side.
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Josh Smith is capable of scoring on a consistant basis. All he needs is the green light and he will put up pretty good offensive numbers.
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