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It’s Spurs’ best chance for back-to-back titles 

By: Gary Washburn 

It’s hard to be grumpy when you’ve won five NBA titles in 16 years. That’s not usually the disposition for 

the leader of a dynasty. But Gregg Popovich has pulled it off magically for nearly 20 years, the 

curmudgeon coach of the San Antonio Spurs who majors in sarcasm and cynicism despite overwhelming 

success. 

But that unassuming style, and the self-deprecating manner in which Popovich leads the organization, 

are major reasons for its success. He rides even the most renowned Spur of all, Tim Duncan, with 

constant criticism. He jumps on Tony Parker. He benches Manu Ginobili. Popovich understands that 

lauding his players, crediting them for their achievements, doesn’t make them hungrier. 

The only feat that Popovich has yet to accomplish is back-to-back championships. This may be the Spurs’ 

best opportunity — and perhaps final opportunity — for consecutive titles. 

The philosophy hasn’t changed since the Spurs unseated the Miami Heat and sent LeBron James to 

Cleveland with a five-game domination in the 2014 NBA Finals. Popovich remains unrelenting. He is 

giving his veterans proper rest, providing nights off regardless of the opponent or the national television 

spotlight. 

If the Spurs repeat, it’s going to occur in the same formula of their previous five titles. 

“It’s really no different,” he said. “People acted like after the [2013 Finals] loss to Miami we came to 

work every day and had a yoga instructor come in and sit us all down and talk to us about how we had 

to have fortitude every day. We just came in and went to practice and went home. 

“We talked about [losing] in the very beginning and then we just let it go. We didn’t come in this year 

and say, ‘No we’ve got to repeat, guys.’ If we repeated, that’s great. If we don’t, no big deal. Life goes 

on. It’s just basketball. We’ll try hard to do it. If we don’t, then that’s that.” 

The Spurs have been built by virtue of some good fortune — landing the No. 1 overall pick in 1997 over 

the Celtics to take Duncan — and astute drafting with Parker and Ginobili, who were essentially 

overseas unknowns. There was also the stellar draft-night trade that netted Kawhi Leonard three years 

ago. 

The San Antonio system isn’t for everyone. The organization has shuttled out a number of players who 

weren’t prepared for Popovich’s brutal honesty or the Spurs’ philosophy that players should motivate 

themselves. 

“I do very little of that motivation stuff,” Popovich said. “I correct, we watch film, and we teach. But I 

don’t do any Knute Rockne or anything like that. Kawhi Leonard wants to be a great player. We don’t 



have to sit him down and say, ‘You want to be a great player, this is what you’ve got to do.’ He just does 

it. If you have those kinds of people, obviously it’s much more enjoyable. 

“The way a program keeps consistency is you continue to have people in there that do things on their 

own. You have enough to do without trying to convince somebody they should work hard. You should 

focus more. We don’t have those kinds of discussions.” 

That’s why the Spurs have been particular with the players they draft and sign. They know they must 

develop players such as Leonard and Kyle Anderson, but new additions don’t stay long if they aren’t 

self-motivated. They brought in an out-of-shape Boris Diaw two years ago and he turned into one of the 

league’s more versatile players after underachieving in Charlotte. 

Players such as Patty Mills, MarcoBelinelli, Danny Green, and Matt Bonner have flourished with the 

Popovich approach. 

“It’s still subjective,” Popovich said of evaluating players. “It’s not an empirical sort of situation. You can 

make a mistake and we have had some guys along the way that I did have to talk to. Our method is 

usually tough love and I don’t think coddling someone and blowing smoke at them really works. And 

beating them to death mentally doesn’t really work. So you give them a clear picture of what’s 

demanded and needed, that’s the first important thing, and then showing the care and concern after 

that of being there for them on the court, caring about what they do off the court. 

“Understanding who they are on the planet, what makes them tick. You do all of that. And if that 

doesn’t get through, get rid of them.” 

Although Popovich appears to dread dealing with the media, he adores his job. He just signed a long-

term extension in the offseason and took a two-game break to undergo a medical procedure, not 

appearing the least bit enthusiastic about leaving the profession. 

“Sure, I don’t know what else I would do,” he said. “It’s winter. Plants don’t grow. I’m having a fight 

about books right now because I decided at my age that there’s so many things you want to read, you 

can’t do it. So, do you just give up and read nothing? Or do you go into high gear and read everything 

you can find? I just wanted to throw that out there. When you’re out long, that’s what your mind does, 

you start thinking about weird things.” 

Yet, when opposing coaches such as Brad Stevens applaud him and the Spurs’ way, he deflects any 

credit or adulation. 

“It’s both flattering and embarrassing in a way,” Popovich said. “We’ve been fortunate over the years 

with the people we’ve had. As I’ve said often, who wouldn’t want to follow David [Robinson] by drafting 

Tim Duncan and go from there. Your biggest job is not to screw it up. And we haven’t. That’s the credit 

that we deserve, but that good fortune — anybody would like to start to build a program that way. I’m 

flattered by what [Stevens] said, and we do try to do things in a certain way. I think a lot of the things we 

do are universal. But we make mistakes, too.” 



NOT SO FAST 

Hornets’ dismal start not what was expected 

The Charlotte Hornets were projected to be a dark horse to compete for an Eastern Conference playoff 

berth following their postseason appearance last season. They finally shed the “Bobcats” nickname, 

changed their uniforms, and signed Lance Stephenson away from the Pacers. 

Times were supposed to be good for an organization that has had more than its share of hard times. Yet, 

this season has been perhaps even more excruciating given the expectations. Before Friday’s win over 

the Knicks, the Hornets had lost 10 consecutive games, last winning at Phoenix on Nov. 14. 

The issues are obvious. The Hornets are 25th in the league in scoring and 21st in points allowed. Their 

defense has suffered with the departure of Josh McRoberts and an injury to Michael Kidd-Gilchrist. The 

Hornets shoot 43.0 percent, 30.6 percent from the 3-point line. 

There was immense pressure on Stephenson when he signed a three-year deal, expected to be the final 

piece to lead the team deep into the playoffs. He is averaging 10.4 points per game, shooting just 38.5 

percent from the field, and has missed 35 of his 42 3-point attempts. Last season in Indiana, Stephenson 

averaged 13.8 points per game, shot 49.1 percent from the field, and 35.2 percent from the 3-point line. 

The pressure to perform was considerably less in Indiana because the Pacers were filled with weapons, 

but Stephenson was supposed to be perhaps the second-best player on the Hornets behind former 

Celtic Al Jefferson. NBA sources say that Stephenson has been difficult with his teammates, causing 

some dissension in the locker room. Coach Steve Clifford continues to deflect attention from 

Stephenson by emphasizing that he is not yet a superstar-caliber player. 

“He played in the same place for four years,” Clifford said. “A lot of it is the same, a lot of it is different. 

He’s got new teammates that he’s learning to play with. I think it’s a comfort thing. I talked to him the 

other day [and told him] you have to handle frustration, handle disappointment, and handle success the 

same way. You learn from it and you go on. 

“None of it is attitudinal. That’s why I think we’ll continue to play better. If it’s effort, it’s a problem.” 

Luckily for the Hornets, they are in the Eastern Conference and entered Saturday four games behind the 

final playoff spot. Their early-season failures are stunning considering their luring of Stephenson and 

former North Carolina standout Marvin Williams to join an already improving club. 

Clifford, the former Lakers assistant who led the Hornets to the playoffs in his first season, appears 

bewildered with the results. 

“I’d say disappointed,” Clifford said when asked his reaction to the poor start. “I thought at this point 

that we’d be in a much different place than we are. There’s a lot of things — we still haven’t gotten our 

playing groups down at the same time, we’ve certainly had stretches of games where we played well 

enough to win. 



“We have to sustain our play better. We have to keep our eye on getting better, which is what this 

league is all about.” 

IN THE SHADOWS 

Underrated Hawks quietly get job done 

Once again the Atlanta Hawks are in the thick of the Eastern Conference playoff race with no legitimate 

superstar. Despite their offseason turmoil created by inappropriate statements from banished 

owner Bruce Levenson and general manager Danny Ferry, the Hawks have glided along to the third-best 

record in the conference, including a 23-point rally to beat the Celtics and then an impressive win at 

Miami the next night. 

The Hawks haven’t possessed a superstar since Dominique Wilkins. They move on with their Gregg 

Popovich-disciple coach, Mike Budenholzer, and core of standouts — Al Horford, Paul Millsap, Jeff 

Teague, and Kyle Korver. Methodically, the Hawks win with 3-point shooting, rebounding, and the 

sparkling play of Teague, who has emerged as one of the top point guards in the NBA — that nobody 

knows. 

Celtics coach Brad Stevens has noticed the Hawks’ ascension and the reason for it. 

“Jeff’s really good. I’m really happy for Jeff,” Stevens said. “I’ve known him since he was a kid-kid, and 

I’ve watched him grow up and watched him become a guy that does it every single night. 

“His speed is probably top five in the league. The way that he’s playing and running his team is 

admirable. He’s having a great year. I think he has shown glimpses of that all the way through the early 

part of his career. He’s separated himself last year in the playoffs in my opinion and he has continued 

that grind throughout the early part of the season.” 

When asked if Teague’s talents have been overlooked, Stevens said: “Not with those of us who watch 

games all the time. He’s a huge key to what they do. They spread the floor and have a guy who can get 

into the paint and make plays. And you go back to this. When you go back to this time and time again 

when you look at some of the hardest covers in the league, there are these guys who can go downhill 

and a million miles an hour and still finish plays. 

“I brought up the name of [Kyle] Lowry. I brought up the name of Monta Ellis. Those guys when it’s all 

on the line are tough to stop from getting to the basket. They become even tougher to stop when Kyle 

Korver and Mike Scott, Horford, and Millsap are all standing around [available to shoot 3-pointers].” 

Horford, the senior member of the team, is aware of Atlanta’s overshadowed reputation, and wishes the 

club received more attention. 

“We have something to prove,” said Horford, who is averaging 12.9 points and 6.1 rebounds. “We 

haven’t really done anything special to be recognized or anything like that. It’s important for us to keep 

handling our business and keep winning and just keep building this momentum. I don’t like [being 



overlooked] but it’s fine. I take on that challenge and I understand that you have to win in this league 

and be consistent. That’s something that we’re trying to develop.” 

Millsap and Horford did not play much together last season because of Horford’s torn pectoral muscle, 

which cost him the final 53 games. Both are fierce rebounders with feathery midrange shooting touches. 

“I think it’s so unique because Paul is a 4 [power forward] but really plays like a 3 [small forward],” 

Horford said. “He can really face up [to the basket]. He can shoot the three real well. He just knows how 

to play. He’s a very smart player, efficient, and then that contrast [with me] really causes people 

problems. I’m starting to get more comfortable playing with him, finding my spots. It’s a process. We 

didn’t get to play much last season. We’re still building that chemistry.” 

Layups 

NBA scouts are flocking to Boston College games to check out guard Olivier Hanlan. This past week 

scouts from the Thunder took a look at Hanlan against Marist. He is projected as a late first-round pick 

but could increase his stock by improving his 3-point and free throw shooting percentages . . . A 

candidate for most improved player is Atlanta’s Dennis Schroder, who burned the Celtics for 15 points in 

the Hawks’ comeback victory last week. Schroder has become the Hawks’ primary backup point guard 

behind Jeff Teague and has worked on his poise and shooting percentage. During his rookie season, 

Schroder played in just 49 games . . . The Nuggets’ resurgence has saved coach BrianShaw’s job. After a 

2-7 start, the Nuggets won seven of their next nine games, including wins at Cleveland, vs. New Orleans, 

and at Utah. The improved play of center Timofey Mozgov has helped spark Denver — he’s averaging 

nearly three offensive rebounds per game and 1.4 blocks. Shaw, who speculated that he might be fired if 

there was no turnaround, was considered one of the league’s bright minds before taking the Denver job 

. . . Russell Westbrook and now Kevin Durant are healthy and back in the Oklahoma City lineup. It 

appears the Thunder will have to go 38-25 the rest of the way just to have a chance at the final playoff 

spot. The eighth-seeded team in the Western Conference is almost certain to have a winning record and 

more than likely a win total in the upper 40s. The Thunder are probably about another month away 

from reaching the .500 mark (6-13) and need to make a spirited run for a chance at the postseason. The 

club already waived ex-Celtic Sebastian Telfair, who is likely headed to China . . . Don’t be surprised if a 

team such as the Portland Trail Blazers tries to make a bid for Celtics swingman Gerald Wallace and 

offers some unwanted expiring contracts for Boston’s troubles. Wallace, 32, played parts of two seasons 

with Portland and enjoyed his stint there. He was seen joking during the Celtics-Blazers game with 

Portland All-Star forward LaMarcus Aldridge. The closer Wallace’s anchor-like contract nears conclusion, 

the easier it will be to move. Wallace is attractive to a club seeking a veteran leader who can defend in 

spot minutes. 

 


