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Hawks fly through offseason drama to sit atop East 

By: Jeff Zillgitt 

The Atlanta Hawks ascension to first place in the Eastern Conference was easy to see coming. That is, if 

you weren't distracted by fireworks created by offseason moves from the Cleveland Cavaliers and 

Chicago Bulls and the promise of what the Washington Wizards and Toronto Raptors could become. 

"You can get lost when you look at what other teams did in the offseason," Hawks center Al Horford 

said. "I understand that we can get lost in the shuffle especially when we don't have LeBron (James) or 

one of these big-name players. But we feel like we have a good thing here." 

The Hawks gave advance warning last season this was possible. They started the year 17-13 — one of 

only three teams in the East with a winning record at the time. But Horford's season-ending chest injury 

slowed that progress, and the Hawks made the playoffs with the eighth seed, taking the top-seeded 

Indiana Pacers to seven games. 

Before Horford's injury, the Hawks were solid and improving under first-year coach Mike Budenholzer, 

and there was no reason to think that wouldn't be the case this season, as long as they were healthy. 

"That's what we thought, but we weren't mad about people not talking about us," Hawks guard Kyle 

Korver said. "We feel we have something to prove and we're out here trying to do that right now." 

Atlanta is healthy and one of the best teams in the NBA at 25-8 entering Monday's game against the Los 

Angeles Clippers. The Hawks have won 20 of their past 23 games and are making a case that they can 

compete for the East title. They are also 8-2 against the Western Conference, with victories at the 

Houston Rockets, Dallas Mavericks and Portland Trail Blazers and at home against the Clippers. 

"I genuinely don't look at top-four, top-five, top-two," Budenholzer said. "I just think we can be a team 

that can be in the mix in the East and hopefully be in the mix in general and hopefully we can compete 

with anybody every night. 

"I feel really strong about our group. I love our players. I love our team. So I love for them to have 

success. I love for them to feel like we're building something that they can feel great about. They've 

been great to work with and coach." 

Danny Ferry, the Hawks president of basketball operations who is on an indefinite leave of absence, 

deserves credit for building this team and hiring Budenholzer in 2013. But Ferry's role in uttering racially 

insensitive comments compiled from a scouting report about then-free agent Luol Deng in July has 

jeopardized his future with the team. 

The team is for sale, and new owners like to have their own people in executive positions, regardless of 

Ferry's role in offseason incidents which also included a racially insensitive e-mail from owner Bruce 

Levenson. 



New owners should search carefully for a GM who wants to work with Budenholzer, a coach of the year 

candidate who is responsible for helping players move past offseason issues and focus on basketball. 

Budenholzer, who was named the East's coach of the month for December, told players that the best 

way to rebuild trust and support with fans and the community was by putting a strong product on the 

court, and he played a large part in that. 

For more than a year, Cavaliers star LeBron James has been impressed with what Budenholzer is doing 

with the Hawks and recently called Atlanta the San Antonio Spurs of the East. Budenholzer spent 19 

seasons with the Spurs, mostly as an assistant to Gregg Popovich, and learned from one of the best. 

"It starts off that (Budenholzer is) a really good person, treats everyone with respect and is very honest," 

Korver said. "He's very intelligent. He gives good wisdom in life but also knows the game of basketball 

and he preaches a style we all enjoy. 

"The last couple of years, the Hawks have brought in pieces that fit his style. We all have a ton of respect 

for him, and he has a great feel for a locker room. He knows how to build guys up when they're down, 

and he knows to treat guys when things are going right." 

The Hawks have talent and depth: Jeff Teague, DeMarre Carroll, Korver, Paul Millsap and Horford are 

starters and Dennis Schroder, Thabo Sefolosha, Shelvin Mack, Pero Antic, Kent Bazemore and Mike Scott 

are key reserves. 

For Budenholzer, it starts on the defensive end by protecting the paint and limiting three-point 

attempts. That's a philosophy for many teams, but Budenholzer believes in strong man-to-man defense, 

which leads to great team defense. 

The Hawks try to do little switching on defense because Budenholzer says it creates just enough 

hesitation for the opponent to find a weak spot. The Hawks are seventh in points allowed per 100 

possessions at 100.7 per game. 

Offensively, Budenholzer gives the Hawks freedom. 

"He's real hard on defense and we have to do things his way," Horford said. "But on offense, he gives us 

a lot of freedom and everybody has an open mind listening to him and learning from him. He's really a 

great coach. I'm happy to be playing for him." 

Korver said the Hawks don't run plays and instead use concepts based on reading the defense. There are 

traditional plays within those reads but Budenholzer isn't on the sideline constantly calling plays. 

"Everybody's a threat, everybody's an option, and on different nights, different guys lead us scoring and 

hopefully it makes us dynamic, a little harder to prepare for and harder to guard," Budenholzer said. 

"There's really an unselfishness and there's a belief in each other." 

It has led to a fun offense that uses pick-and-rolls, drive-and-kicks, three-point shots, postups and a 

crafty two-man game inside between Horford and Millsap. The Hawks love to find weak-side shooters at 



the three-point line after the defense collapses in the paint. The Hawks are ninth in offensive efficiency, 

scoring 105.7 points per 100 possessions. 

"There's lots of freedom and lots of reads and to do that well, you need time together," Korver said. 

"We still have a long ways to go with this. … We're starting to see what it looks like with all the pieces, 

and it's starting to click a little bit." 

 


