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Heatley Story" and freelances for NHL.com. He also worked for the website of the Atlanta Falcons as the 
team's beat writer for the 2009 season.

ATLANTA – Dwight Howard sat at the podium, disappointed in defeat, giving brief answers. 

 

But when he was asked what the Hawks' Zaza Pachulia does to get under opposing players' skins, Howard's expression spoke more than his words. 

 

He paused. He smiled. He shook his head. 

 

Then he said, "Nah, he's a pretty good defender." 

 

Grudging praise from an adversary. On a team often accused of not having enough heart, Pachulia brought exactly that — a role he has played often enough in the 

past, especially in the playoffs. He finished with four points, five rebounds and three assists Friday, but most importantly in drawing the tough one-on-one 

assignment on Howard he was plus-6 in 26 minutes in Atlanta's 88-84 victory in Game 3 at Philips Arena that earned the Hawks a two-games-to-one edge. In some 

ways, Pachulia was the kryptonite to Howard's Superman. 

 

"I thought all of our big guys did a really good job in battling Dwight, it's just not an easy task for anybody," said Hawks coach Larry Drew. Seven-footer Jason 

Collins was knocked to the floor early in the game by Howard and had to go to the locker room to have a heat pack applied before he could return. "I thought early 
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Jason did a really good job as well and Zaza came in and played, I thought, probably his best game of the series defensively," Drew said. 

 

"When he plays with that kind of physicality and when he does a good job in defending, it keeps our perimeter guys at home versus shooters and I thought once 
again we did a really good job defending the three-point line. They were 8-for-28 and every game we go into one of our points of emphasis is to defend the three-

point line and a lot of that starts with how well our bigs defend Dwight." 

 

The flashpoint of the night for Pachulia's physical defense came with 2:22 left in regulation. Atlanta led 81-79 as Howard, who was held to a personal series-low of 

21 points on the night, drove to the basket and Pachulia fouled him hard. As Howard finished off his shot attempt, he delivered a right elbow to Pachulia. For 

whatever reason, Jason Richardson got in Pachulia's face. In a heated discussion, Pachulia head-butted Richardson several times and Richardson finally went wild. 

 

Howard had to hold back Richardson to prevent the situation from escalating. Pachulia and Richardson were ejected and Howard received a technical foul. As 

Pachulia walked to the locker room once he was finished for the night, he raised his hand to the crowd, which gave him a standing ovation. 

 

Such is the nature of the physical, 6-foot-11, 275-pound native of Tbilisi, Georgia, in Central Asia. At the end of the regular season, Miami's Zydrunas Ilgauskas 

received a technical for throwing the ball at Pachulia after the Hawk made a basket against him. 

 

During the game, the Hawks played on the Philips Arena video board, as they often have before, a video of edited clips from "Rocky" movies that ends with Pachulia 

wearing a boxer's robe. 

 

"One thing from me, I've been around a long time and I'm never going to back down from anybody," said Pachulia, who, like Richardson, could very well be 

suspended for Game 4 here on Sunday. "And again, I'm not trying to fight. I love this game. I'm a basketball player, not a fighter. But if things come to this situation, 

I'm definitely not going to back down from anybody. That's me." 

 

For his part, Howard said he did not think his actions warranted a technical foul — a point about which he was emphatic. 

 

"I didn't see a technical," Howard said. "I didn't see a need for a technical foul. I was in the act of shooting. I went up. Shouldn't of been a technical foul for that. 

Can't do nothing about it now." 

 

Drew said the play to him was simply "playoff basketball." 

 

"That's what I saw," Drew said. "Obviously, emotions are high. You got two teams fighting to win. And everybody's trying to gain that edge, particularly down the 

stretch. And the one thing we don't want to do in that situation is to take a step back. I'm sure they're feeling the exact same way. 

 

"It was just a matter of two teams who were fighting for a win and emotions got high, little scuffle, and it happens during the playoffs. We don't condone fighting or 

anything like that but certainly any time the play gets physical, you can't back down. I don't ever want anyone on my team backing down from rough and tough 

play." 

 

The Hawks will need Pachulia in Game 4 but they might not have him. He was well aware of that as he sat in his stall, draped in a towel, answering questions in the 

locker room after the game. 

 

He was asked if he regretted what happened. 

 

"But we won," he said. "It's very tough. I mean, nothing was intentional, that's for sure. It was intensity just like intensity brought the whole situation. Now I'm 

sitting here and now thinking about what happens next." 

 

So are the Hawks. They might not get him back for Game 4 and they will miss him, but they only need two more wins — thanks in part to Pachulia — to advance and 

they could have him for those. 
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