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Jenkins fighting a new challenge in recovery 

By Chris Brooks 

At his inaugural basketball camp last year, John Jenkins threw down some dunks for the kids in 

attendance. 

This year, he wasn’t able to put on the same exhibition, because he’s recovering from back surgery that 

ended his 2013-14 season prematurely. 

The Station Camp High alum came back to host his second annual camp at his alma mater last week, 

having learned a lot about himself during his rehab process. 

“It’s been tough, but it’s also been a blessing,” Jenkins said. “It’s been tough because I had brand-new 

coach (former San Antonio Spurs assistant Mike Budenholzer), and I was trying to impress him. I ended 

up watching a lot of basketball, so it ended up being a blessing. I got to figure out a lot about myself as a 

person and how I fight through adversity, which is great.” 

For starters, he learned how to deal with his first major injury at any level of basketball. 

“I’m easily motivated, but this is the biggest thing I’ve had to deal with, injury-wise, in my life,” Jenkins 

said. “I’m motivated to prove people wrong and come back from it and show that I’m going to be okay. 

It’ll also prove to myself that I can play through adversity and overcome it.” 

What started as back spasms eventually got worse, cutting his season short after just 13 games. He 

averaged just more than 12 minutes per game in those contests, scoring 3.1 points per game. 

“At first it was back pain, like spasms,” Jenkins said. “I might be sore in the morning, but it eventually led 

to me having pain all the way down my leg, through nerve pain, which is the worst. When I had that, I 

knew it was time to have surgery.” 

He had surgery in early February, ending his second pro season that, in his mind, had a lot of promise. 

Jenkins felt that more playing time was coming before his ailment did him in. 

“I feel like it was about to increase a lot,” Jenkins said of the potential playing time. “We had a lot of 

injuries, but unfortunately I was part of that injury bug.” 

Admittedly, he says playing through it was a mistake. 

“I played through it, which I probably shouldn’t have done,” Jenkins said. “I didn’t know it was that bad 

when I was playing through it. I was in a lot of pain, for almost a whole year. It’s been a while since I’ve 

been able to play pain-free, so I’m finally getting over that hump. 



“You play through pain every day of your life as an athlete. I was thinking it was something that was 

going to go away, but it never went away.” 

The long road back 

While he was on the shelf, he had to devote his time to learning the Hawks’ offense – an up-tempo 

attack that utilizes a lot of pick-and-roll sets. 

“I watched them every night,” Jenkins said. “While I was out, I had to watch film and work on learning 

the new offense. I learned about where I’d be getting my shots and defensive schemes, so I think I’ll be 

ready for next year.” 

He’s going back to Atlanta soon to meet with coaches and trainers in hopes of continuing that rehab 

process and learning more about the offense. 

“I can play a little bit,” Jenkins said. “I’d say I’m at 90-95 percent. I haven’t played too much. It’s been 

more about getting my core stronger, legs stronger and really my full body stronger. I lost a lot of muscle 

being out for so long.” 

He wasn’t always as positive during his ordeal, though. 

“I woke up from surgery, and I thought I was done playing forever,” Jenkins said. “I was in so much pain 

that I didn’t know if I was going to overcome it.” 

However, support flowed in for the former Bison guard when word of his surgery came out. 

“The funny thing about it is you find out who your true people are around you when you get hurt,” 

Jenkins said. “All the coaches I’ve ever played for hit me up, from (Station Camp High boys’ coach Seth) 

Massey to (Station Camp Middle boys’ coach Jeremy) Bartlett. That meant a lot to me. It’s something 

when you coach a player, but when you keep a relationship after that, it means a lot to me.” 

It wasn’t just coaches that provided the comforting words. 

“I’ve had friends that I haven’t talked to in years hit me up immediately when they found out I was 

hurt,” Jenkins said. “It let me know that they still care, and it’s a genuine friendship. It was tough. I 

needed everybody’s support.” 

A different vision 

At his camp, he came in with a different view of how to run the week-long event. 

“I learned a lot from last year’s camp, about how to deal with kids,” Jenkins said. “I probably won’t be 

able to coach ever in my life, because I expect so much out of people. I learned not to think about it as 

‘now, now, now,’ but to think about it in terms of teaching them for the future.” 



The Spurs were the model for a lot of Jenkins’ teachings during the camp. 

“Overall, it was just teaching them how to compete,” Jenkins said. “We used the (San Antonio) Spurs as 

an example this week, because they put on a clinic about moving the ball. The game was beautiful, how 

they played it, so the first day we implemented passing and cutting. The kids were getting lay-ups and 

easy shots. They’re learning the game, which is important at this age.” 

His approach to the camp was different, with one key member of last year’s version unable to attend. 

“I didn’t know how it was going to be without Coach Massey, because he was the ring leader and 

everything,” Jenkins said. “(Last year), I just kind of showed up and talked a little bit and put the drills 

together. 

“All the coaches and counselors did a terrific job, from Coach Bartlett to (Knox Doss Middle at Drakes 

Creek boys’ coach Brent Cothron). We met every morning to devise a plan, and we stuck to it. I think the 

kids loved it.” 

Each day was a new challenge for Jenkins, and the former Vanderbilt University shooting guard 

embraced it. 

“I was so excited to teach the kids every day,” Jenkins said. “It wasn’t just basketball. It was also life 

lessons, like I told them a quote – ‘hard work beats talent when talent doesn’t work hard’ – and that’s 

the story of my life, because I heard that from (Oklahoma City Thunder small forward) Kevin Durant. I 

never have been the most talented guy, jumped the highest or ran the fastest, but I worked hard to get 

to this level.” 

Atlanta, despite a 38-44 record, made the Eastern Conference playoffs last season, but fell in seven 

games to the Indiana Pacers in the first round. 

Jenkins hopes to be a key cog in the Hawks’ offense this season, and he believes he’s headed for a 

breakout season. 

“I thought last year was going to be the time,” Jenkins said. “But things happen, and you can’t dwell on 

it. I’ve got to look forward. I think this is the year where I really break out. 

“I’m very excited to get started. I’m ready to show what I can do and show that I can be a player in this 

league.” 

 


