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Birmingham native, Atlanta Hawks star DeMarre Carroll's path to becoming an NBA starter has been 

anything but easy 

By: Nick Birdsong 

Much like the blue-collar town that made him, DeMarre Carroll often goes unnoticed to NBA novices. 

His native Birmingham is a forgotten gem in the Southeast. 

With Nashville, the country music capitol of the world and the place where he began his college career 

to its north and Memphis, the home of Justin Timberlake and the bright lights of Beale Street, where he 

started his journey as a pro, to its west, the Magic City is typically perceived as anything but enchanted. 

And then there's Atlanta--the monster of a metropolitan area some two hours down I-20 East. It's 

become the Hollywood of the Bible Belt and is home to an estimated 5.5 million people, including 

Carroll.   

As a starter on the Atlanta Hawks (43-11), the feel-good story of the first half of the NBA season and the 

owners of the top seed in the Eastern Conference, Carroll is literally surrounded by stars. The 6-foot-8, 

212-pounder is the only member of the Hawks' starting five, a group that also includes point guard Jeff 

Teague, shooting guard Kyle Korver, power forward Paul Milsap and center Al Horford that won't suit up 

in Sunday's NBA All-Star game at the Barclay's Center in Brooklyn, N.Y.   

But it's in Atlanta, a place homegrown celebrities such as singer Ciara and rappers Young Jeezy and 2 

Chainz sit courtside every night, where Carroll has hit his stride. With a game built on hustle and not 

highlight-reel worthy plays, he's enjoying his finest season ever. Through 54 games, he's averaging 12 

points, 5.1 rebounds and 1.5 assists and has become an integral part of the success of the team with the 

most wins in the NBA. 

Second-year Atlanta coach Mike Budenholzer beamed when asked to answer questions about Carroll 

after shoot around at Philip's Arena the morning before the Hawks' defeat of the Western Conference-

leading Golden State Warriors February 6. 

"I love talking about DeMarre," said Budenholzer, who will coach the East All-Stars. "The first thing 

about DeMarre that we all see, before he was here and now that he's here, is just that he's a great 

competitor. He's one of the ultimate competitors in our league. He plays so hard on every possession. 

That's probably more important than anything as basic and fundamental as it may seem." 

Budenholzer continued: "I think he's been growing as an offensive player. Everybody knows how good a 

defender he is and how he can impact the game defensively. I think his shooting was improving. His ball 

handling was improving. You could just see a player who was on the rise." 

School Daze  



Marty Smith didn't get to coach Carroll until his junior year of high school. 

That's when Carroll, who grew up in Forestdale, transferred from Minor to John Carroll Catholic High 

prior the start of the 2002-2003 season. 

The son of Ed, a local pharmacist and minister, and Cynthia Carroll, DeMarre already possessed the 

mental makeup that's made him one of the most-disciplined and dogged defenders in the NBA. 

It's something he showed from Day 1. 

"DeMarre set the table very quickly when he came over," Smith said. "If a loose ball was on the floor, 

DeMarre Carroll was going after it. If that rebound was up on the glass, DeMarre Carroll was going to 

come down with it. His work ethic and his desire to succeed is what really stands out to me. I can't take 

credit for that. That's a DeMarre thing. That's an Ed and Cynthia thing. When I saw his desire to work his 

butt off, I knew that he was going to be special." 

He partnered with former two-time Mr. Basketball award-winner and Alabama standout point 

guard Ronald Steele to form one of the most lethal duos in the history of the state. Together, they went 

a combined 67-3 in two years and won back-to-back Class 6A state championships. 

As a senior, Carroll averaged 19.7 points and 10.7 rebounds on his way to being named a first-team 

selection  to the Class 6A all-state team and was chosen to play in the Alabama-Mississippi game. He and 

Steele combined for 54 points in the state championship, scoring 27 apiece in a victory against Parker. 

The Herd's roster featured Walter Sharpe, who would also go on to play in the NBA. 

DeMarre hit the game-winning free throw with 6.8 seconds remaining in the biggest basketball game 

the state's ever seen.  

"He's always been mentally tough," said Smith, who's now the football coach at Dallas County High 

School. "He's always prepared himself to be in that moment when his time came. He did that when he 

was at John Carroll and I've been able to watch his career. He just works to put himself in that situation 

but he's so unselfish. He wants the team to win. When called upon, he's there."   
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Hawks G/F DeMarre Carroll talks about his role on the team and how coach Mike Budenholzer has 

revitalized his career at Philip's Arena in Atlanta, Ga. Friday February 6, 2015.  

His steely resolve on the court is a byproduct of the real hardships he's endured off it. 

Carroll's older brother DeLonte, the one he credits with being his inspiration to play basketball, died of a 

brain tumor at the age of nine. His cousin T.J. Cleveland, now an assistant at Arkansas under his uncle 

former UAB coach Mike Anderson, took him under his wing after that.   

"I've been through a lot early in my life," DeMarre said. "So, it's helped me later in my life. I don't look 

for nobody to give me sympathy or help me out. Whenever, I have a tough times, 'I just look at it like 

somebody may have it worse than you. I never feel sorry for myself." 



The Junkyard Dog 

Coming out of high school, DeMarre signed with Vanderbilt but only played two seasons in the SEC 

before transferring to Missouri, then in the Big 12, to play under Anderson and Cleveland. 

It's in Columbia, Mo. where he earned the nickname "Junkyard Dog".  It personifies his workmanlike 

approach to the game and epitomizes his value on an NBA roster. 

"I think our SID (sports information director) may have come up with it and our announcer may have 

mentioned it," Cleveland said of the moniker. "That's how it came to fruition. He just kind of rolled with 

it. From then on, it kind of stuck. Coach Anderson told him to embrace that and he did." 

He shined as a junior, earning the league's Newcomer of the Year award.  However, he returned for his 

senior season in part to allow his ankle to heal after being shot at a nightclub while trying to break up a 

fight. Missouri is also where DeMarre discovered he had a liver condition. It won't impact his career as a 

pro but could cause him to need a transplant in 20 years or so.  

DeMarre averaged 16.6 points and 7.2 rebounds per game in 2008-2009 to help the Tigers win the Big 

12 title and advance all the way to the Elite 8 of the of the NCAA tournament. 

The Professional 

DeMarre was taken by the Memphis Grizzlies with the 27
th

 overall pick in the 2009 draft but didn't see 

much playing time as a reserve behind Rudy Gay. 

Prior to coming to Atlanta in 2013, DeMarre spent time in the NBA Developmental, Houston Rockets, 

Denver Nuggets and Utah Jazz. 

It was with the Jazz that he began to flourish, when he scored six points a game while playing 16 

minutes per night in his second year with the team in 2012-2013. 

"In this day and age, when you've got so many people who look for the easy way," Smith said. 

"Nothing's ever been easy for DeMarre. DeMarre's had to work his butt off to get to where's he's 

gotten. Because of that, he knows, 'If I do the little things, they turn into big things' and he's done that 

everywhere he's been." 

Budenholzer, a longtime assistant under Spurs coach Gregg Popovich, gave the defensive-minded 

DeMarre a bigger role and he's has thrived in the Hawk's high-powered offense, predicated on ball 

movement. Like John Carroll after he left Minor and Missouri after he left Vanderbilt, he's finally found 

the perfect fit. 

"He's a hard-nosed player," Hawks teammate forward Mike Scott said. "A guy like that, he's not going to 

get a lot of plays called for him. He guards the best players in the NBA every night. It just says a lot about 

his character. He's not a me-me-me guy. He comes in and he works hard every day. He's always staying 

on me about staying on my shot when I get down on myself and helping me with my defense. He's a 

great player and a great guy." 



Earlier this season, the Hawks went on a franchise-record 19-game winning streak, including a perfect 

17-0 in January. In an unprecedented move, the league named their entire starting five its Eastern 

Conference Player of the Month.  

Against the Warriors, a game which had a Finals-like fanfare and media hoopla, DeMarre checked all-

stars Klay Thompson and Stephen Curry and Harrison Barnes all in the first quarter. 

He was solid as usual doing a little bit of everything, including draining three-straight free throws to tie 

the game up late in the first half. He finished with typical state line -12 points, three rebounds and two 

assists and two steals. 

Monday night, he plastered the Minnesota Timberwolves for a career-high 26 points on 9-for-13 

shooting to go along with four rebounds and three steals in a 118-105 victory on the road. 

Much like the city that raised him, DeMarre has had his share of ups and downs as he strives toward 

prominence. He's proud to stand alonside the likes of Sacramento Kings center DeMarcus Cousins and 

Phoenix Suns point guard Eric Bledsoe as examples of the type of hoops talent the state can produce. 

"It's big, especially for guys like that to be able to play at an elite level and be known," Demarre said. "I 

think it's just big, not only for ourselves but for the city of Birmingham and the state of Alabama to let 

everybody know that we do have talent in Alabama not only in football but in basketball too."   

 


