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Open Floor: Hawks' staggering leap, Harden's evolution and Lillard Q&A 

By: Chris Mannix 

PHILADELPHIA -- Watching the Hawks, a team that has won 24 of its last 26 games, a team that moves 

the ball with effortless fluidity, a team that seemingly has five guys that can shoot the ball from 

anywhere on the floor at all times, evokes one recurring question: Why? 

Why did it take nearly two decades for the NBA, a league that recycles coaches like Coke bottles, to 

recognize the head coaching acumen in a man that has done nothing but assist one of the greatest 

coaches of all-time to four championship seasons? 

Mike Budenholzer is the wrong guy to ask this question. He will smile, shrug and point out that he was 

happy serving as Gregg Popovich’s top lieutenant in San Antonio. And he’d be telling the truth. 

“Not many people in that program sought jobs,” said Sixers coach Brett Brown, a former Spurs assistant. 

“It was a great place to work.” 

Honestly, after watching Budenholzer transform the Hawks from a fringe contender into an Eastern 

Conference power in less than two years, how many owners wish they had made a greater effort to 

poach Coach Bud? 

Atlanta isn’t a spunky upstart destined to tumble back to Earth; this Hawks team has staying power. The 

Hawks are unselfish (No. 2 in the NBA in assists) and have sharp shooting (No. 5 in field goal 

percentage/No. 3 in three-point percentage), they are high level defenders and are most productive in 

the fourth quarter. They have a dynamic point guard in Jeff Teague, a premier marksman in Kyle Korver 

and a pair of versatile big men in Paul Millsap and Al Horford. They have the best record in the East, the 

most road wins (15) in the NBA and a sterling 10-2 record against the big, bad West. 

Give and Go: Three teams that should start worrying 

Sports Illustrated's Chris Mannix and Lee Jenkins discuss why the Cleveland Cavaliers, Oklahoma City 

Thunder and New York Knicks need to start to worry about their seasons getting away from them. 

Ask Hawks players to explain the hot start and you get a similar answer: Budenholzer. 

“It all starts with coach,” said Horford. “He lays out the structure for the team and our guys are just 

following it.” 

Budenholzer is a Popovich-like presence on the sideline; he holds players accountable but won’t 

overreact to mistakes. 

“He lets you be you,” said Teague. “He doesn’t put pressure on you. He lives with mistakes.” 



Added Brown: "He sees the game well. He’s highly perceptive reading the game. He’s an old school guy. 

He came up through the video room. He did his due diligence. He was 'NBA’d'. He didn’t come through 

Real Madrid or UCLA. He has a real strength for reading a game and feeling a game." 

When Budenholzer was hired in the summer of 2013, he sat down with general manager Danny Ferry -- 

a former Spurs executive -- to discuss revamping the roster. Out would be an emphasis on big names, 

big stars. In would be a targeted search for talent that fit the pass-happy system Ferry and Budenholzer 

wanted to play. 

“We had a similar vision,” Budenholzer said. “We didn’t agree on everything; we had some great 

debates and some great arguments. But we agreed we needed high character players who could play 

the way we wanted to play.” 

Several players were already there. Teague was a rapidly improving guard when he hit restricted free 

agency in the summer of 2013. He signed a four-year, $32 million offer sheet with Milwaukee and 

publicly declared his preference to play there. Atlanta matched the offer, leaving Budenholzer with a 

talented but erratic playmaker who didn’t want to be there. Budenholzer, though, sold Teague quickly. 

He demanded he be better defensively. He put him in similar sets Popovich ran for Tony Parker, but he 

didn’t club Teague over the head with Parker’s history. The only Parker reference he ever made, Teague 

said, was “drive through the 45,” which called for Teague to attack the middle when penetrating from 

the wing instead of diving baseline. 

“He never asked me to be like Tony,” Teague said. “He asked me to be me.” 

Horford was there, too. Horford is one of the NBA’s most underappreciated stars. He’s an excellent mid-

range shooter, a sturdy screener and a solid rebounder. Though undersized, Horford is comfortable 

banging bodies with bigger centers and is the backstop of a defense that ranks in the top seven of points 

allowed, defensive field goal percentage and three-point percentage. A pectoral injury robbed Horford 

of all but 29 games last season, statistically one of his finest. 

The longest tenured Hawk, Horford admits he didn’t know what to think about Budenholzer when he 

arrived. But he knew the team would fail if it didn’t follow his lead. 

“The biggest thing to have success is you always have to respect your coach,” Horford said. “You have to 

understand that he wants to be successful, he wants to win. All our guys bought in from the first day.” 

Ferry supplemented the roster with role players who fit the system. Millsap signed a two-year, $19 

million contract in ’13. Budenholzer encouraged Millsap to extend his game beyond the three-point line. 

Millsap took 11 threes his first three-seasons in Utah. He took 212 last season and has attempted 102 

this season. 

Said Millsap, “The confidence [Budenholzer] shows in me is huge.” 

Korver and DeMarre Carroll were signed in ’13; Dennis Schroder, a rapidly developing point guard, was 

drafted the same year. 



Making Atlanta’s early success more remarkable is the climate in which it developed. It was a 

tumultuous offseason. Owner Bruce Levenson self-reported a racially-charged email (Levenson has 

announced plans to sell the team). Ferry made racially insensitive remarks on a conference call with 

minority owners (He is on an indefinite leave of absence). It would have been easy for the Hawks to be 

divided. Instead, they banded together. 

NBA Power Rankings: Three teams stand above the rest of the NBA 

Sports Illustrated's Matt Dollinger highlights which teams are on the move in this weeks NBA power 

rankings. 

“Honestly, it wasn’t a distraction,” Horford said. “We have a lot of guys that understood that our 

business is to come out and represent the city of Atlanta and the team and play basketball. There were 

things out of our control, and we didn’t have to worry about them.” 

And Ferry? Would the team welcome the exiled GM back? 

“I would,” Horford said. “The reason why we are having this success is because of Danny. He had the 

vision. He put all of this together.” 

Skeptics will point to Atlanta’s lack of a defined primary scorer as a reason to doubt playoff success. 

They will call them undersized, inexperienced, incapable of competing with star-studded rosters in the 

postseason. Not that the Hawks care. One game at a time is an oft echoed ethos in sports, but the 

Hawks seem to truly live by it. Before Atlanta’s win over Philadelphia on Tuesday, Teague swore he had 

no idea what the team’s record was. Horford says he rarely looks at the standings. 

“We are just all about working hard,” Horford said. “We do that, we know we can do some big things.” 

 


