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Chatelain: Kyle Korver transforms from role player  to NBA  All-Star  

By: Dirk Chatelain 

MINNEAPOLIS — It’s 53 minutes to tipoff when Kyle Korver finally emerges from the Target Center 

tunnel. 

His teammates have all come and gone, one by one, taking their pregame shots and heading back to the 

Atlanta Hawks’ locker room. Korver is last on the arena floor. He kicks a rolling basketball up into his 

hand and — still walking — flips a half-hearted 22-footer that barely grazes the rim. 

It’s the last half-hearted shot he’ll take all night. 

Korver greets Hawks broadcaster Dominique Wilkins. He pulls his long black socks up over his knees, 

blows into his hands and starts stretching. 

Five days before All-Star weekend, his team stands atop the Eastern Conference. He’s on pace for one of 

the greatest shooting seasons in NBA history. And within 24 hours, Korver will get word that — for the 

first time in his career — he’s an All-Star. At the moment, the only thing that matters to him is finding his 

perfect shot. 

It’s 45 minutes to tipoff when Korver sheds one of two blue shooting shirts and grabs a ball. 

Timberwolves fans file in little by little — there will be no electricity in the gym tonight. But Korver has 

an audience. A few dozen friends and acquaintances from Nebraska and Iowa. A few dozen strangers 

from Minnesota who know enough about his skill to open their iPhones and start shooting video. 

He misses his first 3-pointer from the top of the key. And his second. And his third. And his fifth. Then he 

hits five straight. 

He moves around the floor, taking five shots here, five there, interspersing spot-up 3s with curls and 

floaters and free throws and 3s on the move. It’s a routine he repeats daily. 

It’s easy to go through the motions in the NBA. Do the same things over and over without concentration. 

Without purpose. Korver fights complacency with efficiency. 

He refuses to hoist shots out of boredom — he rarely shoots more than 150 in one session. Every 

movement is precise. Disciplined. His left knee turns 34 in March and it can’t handle 500 jumpers a day. 

When he was a kid, Korver’s mom gave him this advice: 

“If you look at the front of the rim, you hit the front of the rim. If you look at the back of the rim, you hit 

the back of the rim. If you look just over the front of the rim, the ball goes swish.” 



Right now, the ball is not going swish. Not enough to meet Korver’s standards, anyway. He keeps a 20-

point checklist of shooting keys in his head. Right now, No. 7 is driving him nuts. 

Elbow straight. 

Korver wants his right forearm perpendicular to the floor. He wants his right hand all the way under the 

ball. Neither is happening. He curls off an assistant’s screen, catches a pass from another assistant and 

misses the shot. He mutters. 

“Sometimes you know what you want to do, but your body still doesn’t do it.” 

He’ll say later that he hadn’t “shot that bad in pregame in a really long time. Oh my gosh.” 

“I don’t really care so much if I’m making it or missing it, I just want to get it to where it feels like it’s 

right. I don’t want to make shots that don’t feel good, if that makes sense. I just wasn’t finding it 

pregame.” 

But halfway through an 11-minute session, he finds the stroke. Instead of making six or seven out of 

every 10, he’s making nine. 

Korver finishes every warmup by making 10 free throws, followed by three 3s. Any miss and he starts 

over. This time, he doesn’t need to. He buries all 13, shakes hands with his assistants, grabs his shooting 

shirt and jogs to the locker room. 

It’s 34 minutes to tipoff. Kyle Korver is ready to play. 

*   *   * 

Last time I attended one of Korver’s NBA games was the Saturday before All-Star weekend 2010. Almost 

exactly five years ago. 

I was in Park City, Utah, reporting for a profile of Olympic bobsledder Curt Tomasevicz. I drove down to 

Salt Lake City on a Saturday night to write about Korver. 

He was 28, seven years out of Creighton. The Nets took him 51st overall in the 2003 NBA draft, then 

traded him immediately to Philadelphia for $125,000. As Zach Lowe reported for Grantland, that 

covered the Nets’ summer league costs. With the leftover cash, the Nets bought a new copy machine. 

Korver averaged in double figures three seasons in Philly, making two appearances in the 3-point 

contest at All-Star weekend. In 2007, the 76ers traded him to Utah, where he became a useful weapon 

off the bench. 

Then doctors discovered a bone spur in his left knee. Korver had surgery the day before the 2009-10 

season opener and missed the first 24 games. The Jazz hosted Denver on Feb. 6 and for only the second 

time since his rookie year, Korver recorded a “Did Not Play — Coach’s Decision.” 

Afterward, I asked Jazz coach Jerry Sloan about Korver. 



“I’d like to try to find a place to put him in the game,” Sloan said. “But it’s almost impossible to play that 

many people at one position. ... He just has to keep working and be ready when the time comes.” 

I also talked to Ron Boone that night. The Omaha native and Jazz broadcaster said that when you get 

close to 30, teams start looking to replace you. 

It was clear that Korver’s career was at a crossroads. 

The World-Herald story appeared 11 days later. A friend of Korver’s called me that morning, irked by the 

headline. What’s it say, I asked. 

“Buried on the Bench” 

It got back to Korver, who didn’t like it, either. Understandable, right? Your local newspaper isn’t 

supposed to drop in out of nowhere and highlight one of your worst professional moments. 

*   *   * 

Half the seats in Minneapolis were still empty Monday night at tipoff. 

On Atlanta’s first possession, Korver received a flare screen, darted to the weakside wing, caught a pass 

and buried a 3 over rookie Andrew Wiggins. 

For the game, Korver went 4 for 9 from beyond the arc. He made one in transition. He made one moving 

to the corner. 

But the best one came late in the second quarter, when Korver took a dribble handoff from Paul Millsap, 

used Millsap’s screen and launched a 27-footer. Boom. 

Wiggins, who clearly understood the scouting report, briefly turned to his bench like, “What am I 

supposed to do?” 

Korver is getting a lot of those looks lately. During his first two seasons in Atlanta, he set an NBA record, 

making a 3 in 127 consecutive games. Now he’s on pace for a bigger accomplishment: 50 percent from 

the field, 50 percent from 3-point range, 90 percent from the foul line. Nobody in NBA history has done 

it. 

Korver doesn’t step back and reflect. If you don’t humble yourself, he says, the game will do it for you. 

“I want to keep going. The moment you step back, you can kind of get happy with yourself. I’ve made 

that mistake too many times in life.” 

Korver’s teammates aren’t afraid to praise him. 

“I never feel more confident when I see somebody shoot the ball,” Hawks forward Al Horford said. “I 

just feel like it’s going in every time.” 



At 52.8 percent from 3-point range, Korver should probably be shooting more. He averages 12.9 points 

per game largely because he doesn’t believe in heat checks. 

“I try to take the good ones,” he said. “A great way to get out of rhythm is to take bad shots.” 

Korver’s numbers are a source of fascination for NBA junkies, including the analytics community. Behold 

a sampling, from last summer’s Grantland profile: 

“Here’s the killer number: Korver shot 58 percent on “stationary 3s,” classified as any 3-point try on 

which he moved less than six feet in the final second before launch. ... A “stationary” Korver triple was 

worth about 1.75 points, making it only slightly less valuable than a layup.” 

It’s hard to argue with Korver’s numbers. He is one of the league’s most underrated players, a borderline 

star. 

But here’s the question: How in the world did he go from “buried on the bench” to an All-Star? 

*   *   * 

Monday night after the Hawks’ win, I approached Korver’s locker in Minnesota. 

“Hey, what’s up, buddy,” he said. “Good to see ya again. Been awhile.” 

Korver’s temperament resembles his shooting routine. Consistent and understated. He smiles easily, but 

he rarely speaks loudly enough to be heard across the room. 

I asked about his shooting routine and All-Star weekend. And then I pulled out the newspaper from 

2010. 

Korver remembered. Truth is, he did wonder about his future. 

“That was a hard year. I’d just had that knee surgery ... It was one of those moments where you’re kinda 

like, OK, we can wrap this up and ride out into the sunset and maybe play another year or two. Or do 

you want to try to keep doing this, you know? 

“It’s an amazing job. I get to play basketball in the NBA. Why not try to go for it?” 

That’s about the time Korver discovered Peak Performance Project in Santa Barbara, California. Marcus 

Elliott, P3’s founder, is a Harvard Medical School graduate who uses motion-capture cameras to build 

precise training programs and prevent injuries. Korver needed help. 

“It’s hard to have your shot be the exact same if every third jump you’ve got shooting pain,” Korver said. 

To rebuild his knee, Korver committed to the new training. He started seeing results, little by little. 

Better movement. Less pain. His commitment grew. Maybe this was his key to staying in the league. 

Maybe this was his key to reaching his potential at a time when most guys are retiring. 



It’s not always conventional. Last summer, he was part of a five-kilometer underwater relay in which five 

guys took turns toting an 80-pound rock. Two summers ago, he paddle-boarded about 25 miles of the 

Pacific Ocean. 

When you’re young, Korver said, you don’t feel a difference when you’re eating McDonald’s after 

games, when you’re not stretching properly. Now he’s obsessive about taking care of his body. 

For the first time since his injury, “I don’t feel that knee at all. That’s a really big deal. I’m not the most 

athletic guy to begin with. You give me one leg and it makes it really difficult.” 

But health wasn’t the only thing that produced Korver’s breakout. 

In Utah, he rarely touched the ball. He was a spot-up shooter who struggled to defend athletic wings. In 

June 2010, the Jazz drafted Gordon Hayward and Korver signed with Chicago, where he spaced the floor 

for Derrick Rose. He learned a lot in two years under Tom Thibodeau, especially defensively. 

But in 2012, the Bulls traded Korver to Atlanta for cash and a trade exception. At 31, he was on the 

move again. 

Who could’ve imagined what’s happened since? 

*   *   * 

Hawks coach Mike Budenholzer is a Gregg Popovich disciple who came to Atlanta in 2013 seeking to 

establish the Eastern Conference version of the Spurs. In Korver, he found a key ingredient. 

The NBA has changed the past five years. Defenses pack the paint and take away isolations with 

aggressive help defense. Great teams can’t rely on simple pick-and-rolls anymore. They must move the 

ball side to side and outfox rotating defenses. They attack with the pass, not the dribble. 

Korver, who grew up in California and worshipped Magic’s Lakers, always had the reputation as a 

sharpshooter. But only when he arrived in Atlanta did he show off his creativity. His feel for the game is 

phenomenal. 

Three-fourths of his attempts this year are 3-point shots, but Korver gets those shots in a variety of 

ways. Often the Hawks run offense through Korver, not necessarily to get him a shot, but because his 

presence opens a hole somewhere else. 

Consider this fourth-quarter play Monday: 

Korver, standing on the sideline, inbounds the ball to Mike Scott on the right wing. He cuts behind Scott, 

who fakes the handoff. Scott’s defender is so worried about helping on Korver, he leaves Scott a lane to 

the basket. Scott draws a help defender, dumps the ball to Horford for a layup and foul. 

It’s a three-point possession in which Korver never even touched the ball. Yet the threat of his jump shot 

kickstarted the entire series of events. 



Korver may have played on better teams — Derrick Rose’s Bulls were pretty good. But the game has 

never been this fun. 

“It’s the best basketball to me.” 

*   *   * 

It’s 3 1⁄2 hours aIer Korver’s warmup session. The Hawks are showered and headed for the bus. Korver 

takes a detour back into the arena, where 40 people are waiting for him. 

Some are good friends. Some he hasn’t seen in years. He signs a few autographs. He takes a few 

pictures. He answers questions about his family — he and his wife have two kids. He endures a few 

awkward moments of silence, waiting for the next conversation topic. 

A Hawks official warns him the bus is gonna leave. He’ll walk, he says. What about dinner? 

“I’ll cab it.” 

Another half-hour goes by and it’s 10:30. The Target Center is quiet. Two security guards wait for Korver 

and a few old Creighton classmates. They’re the last ones in the arena. It’s hard not to notice the 

contrast between this moment and what’s coming this weekend. 

Saturday night he’ll challenge Golden State’s “Splash Brothers” in the 3-point contest in Brooklyn. 

Sunday night he’ll be under the bright lights of Madison Square Garden with LeBron James and Kevin 

Durant. 

It’s a stage on which Korver has never stood before. He knows he belongs. He knows what to do. 

Keep that elbow straight. 

 


