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Two 'Pops' shape Budenholzer's path to success 

By Shaun Powell 

His career was spawned by two men who ooze Hall of Fame coaching blood, so maybe it's not shocking 

that Mike Budenholzer has put the Atlanta Hawks on a high perch and himself on the East bench in 

the 2015 NBA All-Star Game. 

But try telling this to his two Pops. 

"Heck, just look at him," said Gregg Popovich, wisecracking. "Baby face. Turns red all the time. Looks like 

a 17-year-old. From his appearance, you'd almost think he's unsure of himself." 

And this: 

"I figured he'd find himself a nice high school or maybe a small college to coach at," said Vince 

Budenholzer. "Someplace that would be lucky to get him on TV once or twice so we could watch him." 

As it is, in roughly one weekend, Mike Budenholzer will go from coaching a team with no genuine stars -- 

that would be the sizzling and sensational Hawks -- to a team filled with players armed with their own 

brands and logos. His sudden and unexpected soar through the profession will, if nothing else, get 

mainstream fans to pronounce his name (it is BYOU-den-hole-zer, for the record) correctly and place the 

shine where he insists it belongs: on the unselfish Hawks and, by extension, the two men who prepped 

him for this. 

As you read on, you'll quickly realize Budenholzer didn't exactly sit for an hour-long interview. The idea 

of talking about himself holds the same appeal as hugging a ref who just blew the call. Garin Narain, the 

very cooperative vice president of public relations for the Hawks, responded to a request for some 

private time with Bud this way: "Coach prefers to keep the focus on the team but I'll ask." 

Which means, you're likely to be left hanging, like Kyle Korver's wrist after popping a 3-pointer. 

Polite but cautious, and deftly elusive when the subject is him, Budenholzer uses his baritone voice to 

sing instead about Al Horford and Korver, Paul Millsap and definitely Jeff Teague, and all of the Hawks 

who have taken residence in the East's penthouse. The team that won 38 games last season, their first 

under Coach Bud, are a win away from a .500 finish ... and it's not even February. The Hawks are, as they 

like to say down South, fo' real. 

So Coach Bud, on the job for all of 18 months, unapologetically embraces Rule No. 1 when it comes to 

coaching in the NBA: deflect praise aggressively and thoroughly. Which means all such attention 

ultimately winds up in the lap of Popovich, who had Budenholzer at his hip for 18 success-filled seasons 

in San Antonio, and also dad, a legendary coaching lifer on the high school level who gave his son the 

bug. 



And why not? Those are great places to start when trying to understand the mindset of the man who 

has helped the Hawks play textbook basketball and quickly go from NBA curiosity to NBA heavyweight. 

Budenholzer's dad teaches a budding leader 

Budenholzer was born and raised in small-town Arizona and lived a Rockwellian existence in Holbrook, 

where his father was coach at Holbrook High School. 

Vince Budenholzer won enough, including the 1971 state title, to land in the Arizona Coaches 

Association Hall of Fame. He coached his other four sons but when Mike, who's seven years younger 

than his siblings, entered high school, Vince became the athletic director. Still, Vince schooled his son on 

the driveway hoop. Mike was too young to hang with his brothers so he often became his father's 

shadow. That's how they bonded. 

"What I noticed right away from Mike," said Vince, "is that whatever he did -- basketball or golf or 

soccer -- he was always the leader, always the captain. He didn't let it out then that he wanted to coach 

someday, but because he was a natural leader, it wasn't a surprise that he ended up in coaching." 

Mike saw how his father drew up plays and connected with players and was a stickler for fundamentals. 

Mike is known for turning a few shades redder toward the refs and that, too, was cribbed from the 

father. 

"There was a longstanding rule," said Libby Budenholzer, his mom, "that one of Vince's assistants had to 

hold onto his belt whenever he got up from the bench so he wouldn't run onto the court." 

Mike was the best player of the Budenholzer boys, but only high-school good. No colleges chased him. 

He was urged to try Pomona College in California by his brothers Jim and Joe, who went to school there. 

You'd like our coach, they said, this guy named Gregg Popovich. 

The long road to meeting 'Pop' 

There's a story circulating that Popovich recruited Budenholzer, a tale that's slowly becoming legend, 

but it's not entirely true. Pop set the record straight the other day: He never recruited Budenholzer, and 

as a matter of fact, never even met or spoke with him. 

"I didn't even know who the hell he was," said Popovich. "He had family at Pomona so he was just 

coming to the school." 

Before Budenholzer ever stepped foot on campus, there was no Popovich. He'd gotten an offer in July of 

1988 to join Larry Brown in San Antonio and had his bags packed before Brown hung up the phone. And 

therefore, before their paths could cross, the mentor and the student went their separate ways. At least 

for a moment. 

Whatever Mike did ... he was always the leader, always the captain. He didn't let it out then that he 

wanted to coach someday, but because he was a natural leader, it wasn't a surprise that he ended up in 

coaching. 



– Vince Budenholzer 

In the summer of 1992, Popovich returned to California to join Don Nelson's staff with the Golden State 

Warriors. Budenholzer's time at Pomona came and went, and after a short stint playing professionally in 

Denmark, he returned to Arizona, jobless and anxious. Call Pop, said Vince. It couldn't hurt. 

So Budenholzer dialed a man he'd never really met or knew and made a pitch. And Popovich was like: 

What does this kid want from me? 

"He said he didn't have anything to do and that if I ever wanted help, he'd be available," said Popovich. 

"I figured he was someone else I'd have to bring in my office and talk to a bit and then get rid of him. I 

didn't have time for this stuff, but he did go to Pomona. So he comes in and I immediately liked him. 

Engaging young man. I talked to him and then said I had work to do and wished him good luck. Tried to 

get him out of my office. But he wouldn't leave. He said he'd do anything." 

Popovich took Budenholzer to the Warriors film room and had him break down film and explain what he 

saw. Budenholzer, leaning on lessons from his father, surprised Popovich with his savvy for players and 

schemes. So Pop gave instructions: Come here every day, hand me film, don't say anything to me, don't 

ask me for tickets and definitely don't ask me for money. 

And Budenholzer did exactly that. 

"The whole time," said Popovich, "I don't think Nellie ever saw him, didn't know who he was or that he 

even worked for us." 

During the next offseason, back in Arizona, Vince Budenholzer's phone rang. Popovich on the line. 

"Where's Mike?" said Pop. 

"I think he's out, but he'll be back soon." 

"Well, if you can get ahold of him, I might just hire his ass." 

Pop was on the move again, this time back to San Antonio in 1994 to be the Spurs' executive vice 

president of basketball operations/general manager and soon begin the tremendous run as coach that 

will someday put him in the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame. 

"When I left the Warriors," said Popovich, "I took only two people with me: R.C. Buford (now the Spurs' 

GM) to do scouting and Mike to do film work." 

Budenholzer graduated from grunt work to grab a seat on the bench, where he kept inching closer 

toward Pop as the years progressed. He met a pretty girl from Corpus Christi, married her and started a 

family. That's why Budenholzer stayed in San Antonio so long. 

Usually, as the lead assistant coach to a five-time NBA champion coach, your name appears on the wish-

list of many teams. But Budenholzer, his wife and four young children weren't in a rush to leave, even 

when Popovich prodded. 



At one point, Budenholzer and his wife were dining on the Riverwalk during the playoffs when Charles 

Barkley stopped by. Barkley sat at their table, eyed Budenholzer and asked: "Why the hell aren't you a 

head coach?" 

Then Sir Charles turned to Budenholzer's wife, Mary Beth, and roared: "Are you the problem?" 

Popovich said it wasn't important then to Budenholzer to be a coach, that family life and the success the 

Spurs was enough. 

"Then about four years ago I got serious with him. I told him he might always think, `what-if.' I got him 

thinking to the point of being a head guy, and started telling him everything I knew about the job and 

the responsibility." 

The Spurs Way ... in Atlanta 

It became an easier call once Danny Ferry, a former Spurs junior executive, took the Hawks' GM job and 

wanted Budenholzer. It was a natural fit, and Budenholzer knew with the Hawks and Ferry, he'd be able 

to instill the Spurs Way -- basketball that depends on teamwork, passing and trust. 

Last season the Hawks, despite losing Horford for 53 games after surgery on his right pectoral muscle in 

January, finished strong and pushed the No. 1-seeded Indiana Pacers to the seven-game limit in the first 

round of the playoffs. Something was brewing. 

This season, without adding a significant piece, the Hawks have a chokehold on the East. They're No. 6 in 

points per game, No. 5 in offensive rating, No. 1 in assist percentage and second in assists per game, all 

evidence of their willing to place egos aside for the good of the goal. They're No. 3 in opponent ppg and 

aresixth in defensive rating, too. For those who suggest the Hawks are benefitting from being in a weak 

conference, Atlanta is 12-2 against the West. Their balanced approach on offense and intensity on 

defense is winning admirers, both outside of Atlanta and, more importantly, in Atlanta, where 

attendance has lagged for years. 

Popovich is amused by the popular notion of the Hawks being the Spurs Of The East. 

"Actually, I'm a little flattered and embarrassed about somebody emulating what you do and how you 

do it," he said. "Sometimes it's overstated. He had to get along with his players. They had to believe in 

him, trust him. He's done all those things. That's on him. They're not going to respect him or play for him 

just because he came from San Antonio. They could care less. 

"He's got to prove to them that whatever system he uses will work. He's got to earn their respect. They 

have to believe he cares about them on and off the court. He's got to get all of that done. That's got 

nothing to do with me or the Spurs. That's him." 

Popovich is preaching now, so you just let him go. 



"Basketball is a pretty damn simple game. It's not like he's going to institute something new. Like, this is 

a new pick and roll defense that nobody has ever seen before. That's not what wins and loses games. 

What wins is consistency and competitiveness. He understands all of that. 

"He's done a masterful job of getting a group to buy into the system rather quickly. The unselfishness, 

the playing for each other, number of passes made, the number of open shots that are great shots and 

not just good shots. It's execution and repetition day after day until it becomes habitual. It's basic 

fundamental basketball." 

'He wants to win every single play' 

The Hawks players are in-step with Popovich when it comes to Budenholzer. You only need to listen to 

the educated opinion of veteran Hawks forward Elton Brand. He starred in college at Duke under 

legendary coach Mike Krzyzewski, and he's someone who has had 10 coaches in his 15 NBA years -- 

some good and some not-so-good. 

"He didn't earn respect right away with the players," Brand said. "Some of us wondered who he was, 

what he was all about. Most of us never heard of him. But he earned it. His knowledge of the game, his 

system. And how he treats everyone fairly, from one through 15; he doesn't care who it is. The level that 

he holds us to is pretty high." 

Brand raves about Budenholzer's desire and competitiveness, which makes sense, considering Bud was 

spoiled by San Antonio. 

"No, you don't understand," said Brand. "He wants to win. Like, he wants to winevery single play. Not 

just every game. After one game that we lost, he gathered us in the locker room, we made a circle, he 

gave a speech saying we fought hard and gave it our all, and we touched hands as a team inside the 

circle and broke. Then he left. Two minutes later, he just started screaming down in the hallway. Just let 

it out." 

Budenholzer's work comes at a sensitive time in the organization. The Hawks were reeling from a series 

of PR stumbles last summer that caused Ferry to voluntarily take a leave of absence (and Budenholzer to 

temporarily assume the GM duties). An air of racial insensitivity stemmed from office memos and 

conference calls that involved Ferry and ownership and questioned the team's ability to sign free agents 

and attract more white fans. There's no such awkwardness now between the Hawks and the Atlanta 

community. Winning helps, but also, the Hawks have done everything right since. 

He's got to earn their respect. They have to believe he cares about them on and off the court. He's got 

to get all of that done. That's got nothing to do with me or the Spurs. That's him. 

– Spurs coach Gregg Popovich 

"I'd like to think he has become a little bit of a healing factor," said Vince, talking about his son. "In 

Arizona he grew up with African Americans, Latinos and Native Americans. He's well versed in lots of 



cultures. He got along with everyone. Mike is honest and forthright. By now you know when you speak 

to him, everything is about the team and the organization and not about him." 

It's also about two other people. 

"Popovich had a great influence on him," said Vince Budenholzer, the father of an All-Star coach, 

deflecting all praise to the other Pop in Mike's life. 

And -- hold on a minute -- we have this from Mike Budenholzer, who would like to share a word or two: 

"My father, he's meant so much to me. He's always on me to be thankful and humble to everyone who's 

helped me and helped the team be successful. There were many things that he said and preached 

throughout my life that are now part of my mindset. It's a big part of who I am." 

 


