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Knicks, Hawks go from being a game apart to polar opposites in just one season 

By: Frank Isola 

CHICAGO — One game is all that separated the Atlanta Hawks from the Knicks last season in the Eastern 

Conference standings, the smallest of margins for two mediocre teams fighting for the final playoff spot. 

“And remember, it came down to the last week of the regular season,” Elton Brand says. “It was close.” 

Nine months later, there is nothing close or mediocre about either club. The Atlanta Hawks, the NBA’s 

feel-good story, own the best record in the East while the Knicks are now the league’s bottom feeder. It 

is an extreme case of two franchises headed in opposite directions. 

The Hawks are a mind-numbing 28 games better than the Knicks and they’re doing it without a 

designated superstar, without a famous name running the front office and with the team currently up 

for sale. Every conceivable excuse is available to Mike Budenholzer’s team to fail but in the wake of the 

San Antonio Spurs winning the 2013-14 NBA title with a share-the-ball, selfless style, the Hawks are 

thriving by following that blueprint. 

“If you’re talking about good, solid, fundamental basketball, and that’s what the Spurs do, I think every 

team wants to be more solid and fundamentally sound,” Budenholzer said. “The Spurs have done it at a 

high level. We want to be playing the right way and getting better every day.” 

Budenholzer is in his second season with the Hawks after spending 18 years with the Spurs, a franchise 

regarded as the gold standard for just about every major sports team in North America. True, the Spurs 

were fortunate to win the lottery the year Tim Duncan entered the NBA draft and he’s been the perfect 

building block. But over the course of Duncan’s Hall of Fame career, the Spurs’ ability to draft, trade, 

sign and develop supporting players has made them a contending team for nearly 20 years. 

And as Duncan has aged and has played fewer minutes, the Spurs reached back-to-back Finals with 

Kawhi Leonard emerging as a top two-way player and Danny Green, who spent time in the D-League, 

also evolving into a starter on a championship team. 

The Hawks are called the “Spurs of the East” because they too are an example of the whole is greater 

than the sum of its parts. The Hawks do not have a player in the top 30 in scoring average. Nor do they 

have a player in the top 40 in field goal attempts. 

“It’s the unselfishness of the players we have,” says Budenholzer, whose team has the highest assist 

percentage in the NBA. “We have high character players, high basketball IQ players that enjoy sharing 

the ball; they enjoy playing with each other. They also know they’ll reap the rewards if they all play that 

way.” 

The Hawks’ best player has been point guard Jeff Teague, whose dribble penetration, quickness and 

willingness to pass kept the Chicago Bulls scrambling during Atlanta’s 107-99 victory on Saturday. Kyle 



Korver, who knocked down seven 3-pointers against the Bulls, is still one of the league’s most feared 

shooters. Small forward DeMarre Carroll is a top defensive player while power forward Paul Millsap and 

center Al Horford are playing like All-Stars. 

“I feel we can all do more but we’re all sacrificing for the team because this is bigger than any 

individual,” Horford said. “We just want to win.” 

Atlanta had the third-best record in the Eastern Conference last season before Horford suffered a torn 

pectoral muscle in late December and was ruled out for the year. 

The Hawks began falling in the standings and the perception was that Atlanta would prefer the draft 

lottery over the playoffs. The Knicks, without a first-round pick last June, were desperate to become a 

playoff team. 

The Knicks, though, finished ninth and have spiraled downward ever since. Atlanta took Indiana to seven 

games and that experience, plus the return of Horford, has given the franchise a huge lift. 

“Jeff Teague got to play on national TV, at home in Indiana against a great team,” Brand said. “We had a 

rookie, Dennis Schroder, who got to experience the playoffs and Mike Scott had a game where he 

scored (17) points in one quarter. If we didn’t make the playoffs, maybe we get a top 15 pick. I don’t 

know if we get a good player. But making the playoffs and being in that series was huge for our guys. It 

helped us.” 

With Monday’s 93-82 win over Detroit, the Hawks have won 27 of their last 29 games, including wins 

over Washington, Toronto and Chicago last week. They are 17-5 on the road including a 10-2 mark 

against the West. It’s a remarkable turnaround considering the Hawks started 7-6 following a summer 

that included majority owner Bruce Levenson selling his stake in the club and general manager Danny 

Ferry being banished over racially-charged language. 

An internal investigation was launched after Ferry made an insensitive remark about free agent Luol 

Deng in June during a conference call with the Hawks ownership group. Ferry was placed on an 

indefinite leave of absence and is not expected to return. 

The investigation uncovered an e-mail that Levenson sent in August 2012 where he bemoaned the 

Hawks attendance problems. In the email, Levenson wrote that “the black crowd scared away the 

whites and there are simply not enough affluent black fans to build a significant season ticket base.” 

Several groups have expressed interest in buying the Hawks, a franchise that has seen its attendance 

and record improve dramatically. They’re not selling stars in Atlanta, where in recent years Joe Johnson 

and Josh Smith left via free agency. 

The Hawks are selling team basketball and the players are buying in. 



“Our group has been very focused on the court,” Budenholzer said. “You recognize there are a lot of 

things going on, important things. But we’ve been able to find our focus. We have a very mature, 

humble group.” 

 


