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Three-for-Three 
Hawks players react to playing back-to-back-to-back games. 
By Jon Cooper 

The NBA schedule is challenging enough during the most normal of 82-game seasons.  

The 2011-12 season’s condensed 66-games-in-122-days slate has presented challenges rarely seen in 
the NBA. 

One such quirk begins tonight, when the Hawks embark on the first of two sets of back-to-back-to-back 
games.  

Atlanta hosts the Miami Heat, then travels to Charlotte to take on the Bobcats, and finally returns home 
for a Saturday night battle with the Chicago Bulls. The three-games-in-three-days completes a brutal 
season-opening stretch that saw Atlanta play nine-games in the season’s first 12 days — they’re the 
only team to have such a stretch this season. 

"It's something that is going to be a challenge for us," said forward Al Horford. "That’s why we need to 
get as much rest as we can and just be prepared. The season is going to go by fast." 

Playing back-to-back-to-back games is something new for many Hawks and brings back memories of 
days gone by…long gone by. 

"In an AAU Tournament," said point guard Jeff Teague, with a laugh. "That's about it. But guys really 
don't play any defense there, so... I guess we'll see." 

"Probably in high school when I played in those AAU Tournaments," agreed forward Josh Smith. 
"That's probably the last time but that was a long time ago. It was a lot easier [to recover]. We didn't 
even think about it. Hopefully I can go about it the same way.” 

Joe Johnson recalled doing it on the collegiate level as a freshman at the University of Arkansas in 
2000. 

"We had to play four games in four nights in the SEC Tournament," said Johnson, who helped lead the 
Razorbacks to victories over Georgia, Kentucky, LSU and Auburn in successive days to win the 
Conference championship and advance to the NCAA Tournament. "Other than that, I've never 
experienced it. So it’s going to be a challenge, not only for me, but for my teammates as well because a 
lot of us have never been in that situation." 

Usually, playing three games in 72 hours requires playing in Europe. That's where Horford and center 
Zaza Pachulia got a taste of it. In Europe, it actually was worse. 

"When I played in the European Championships we had five games in six nights and that was just the 
group games," recalled Pachulia. "After we advanced we went to the playoffs. In the playoffs it was a 
little easier. But still, the five games in six nights kind of reminded me when I saw the schedule. That 
was just five games. Now we've got 66." 

"I played a couple of times with the FIBA games, we played four games in four days, four straight days. 
We took a day off then we had four more games in four straight days," recalled Horford, who 
experienced it over the summer. "The only difference is that it's 40 minutes over there. I was playing 
about 37, 38, so I was playing most of it. I've kind of dealt with that.  

"The only thing is, over there, we were playing in one place," he added. "Here we're traveling. That's 
going to make a difference. So that will make it interesting." 

It may also explain why the NBA doesn't play back-to-backs-to-backs anymore. The last time players 
endured such a stretch in their schedules was 1999, when, due to mitigating circumstances — labor 
unrest — the League had a compressed 50-game schedule. 

That season Atlanta got rid of its back-to-back-to-back in the first three games of the season, going 2-1, 
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with wins over Cleveland, 100-83, then New Jersey, 111-106, at the Georgia Dome, before losing at 
New Jersey, 79-69. Atlanta would finish the season 31-19, under Lenny Wilkens.  

Two current Hawks, veterans Tracy McGrady and Jerry Stackhouse, were in the League then 
(Assistant coaches Nick Van Exel and Tyrone Hill also were still active). 

"I hated it," said McGrady, who was 19 and in his second NBA season with the Toronto Raptors. "It's 
ugly basketball. There's nothing pretty about it. Young teams, with a lot of young guys that can play 
would have an advantage." 

Stackhouse, who was 24 and in his fourth season in the League, with the Detroit Pistons in ‘99, did his 
best to find a bright side. 

"I think for a group, guys would much rather do that then practice," he said. "We came in with the 
mentality of keeping our edge and hopefully that's the mentality that we can look at with these games. 
'This is just going to sharpen us. We're keeping our edge. We have no time to relax.' That's the best 
way to look at those back-to-back-to-backs as far as I'm concerned." 

Teague buys into Stackhouse's thinking. 

"You just have to ride it out," he said. "Being 23, I think it will be a little bit easier for me. I always liked 
games more than practice." 

Over the next three days — then, again in late March (the 23rd through the 25th when Atlanta hosts 
New Jersey, visits Washington then hosts Utah — the Hawks' counting on all 13 players on the roster 
to be successful will go from a cliché to reality. 

"Everybody has to be ready," said Pachulia. "Everybody has to be in good shape mentally. With this 
schedule their name is going to be called. It's not about the starters. It's about the whole 13 guys. We're 
going to need the whole roster to help each other. That's the main thing." 
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