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Bucknell's Charles Lee and Mike Muscala riding Atlanta Hawks' wave atop NBA East standings 

By: David Jones 

Last Saturday night, Charles Lee found himself on a coaching staff directing LeBron James, Dwyane 

Wade and Chris Bosh. You might have heard of them. 

Last season at this time, he was an assistant coach with the Bucknell Bison. And here he was helping to 

lead the Eastern Conference team in the NBA All-Star Game. 

"It was an amazing experience," Lee told me Friday morning from his home in Atlanta. "It's one of those 

once-in-a-lifetime type things. You never know if you'll ever be back to that point." 

The former Bucknell star on that terrific ensemble cast that won the Patriot League - and then upset 

star-studded Kansas 10 years ago next month in an NCAA tournament stunner - has suddenly found 

himself as an assistant on a similar sort of team. One that could win a much bigger trophy. 

Lee was also coaching four Atlanta Hawks on that NBA East team: Al Horford, Kyle Korver, Paul Millsap 

and Jeff Teague. Unless you're a serious NBA fan, you've heard of only one or two of them. But you 

might recognize them all soon. 

Lee knows them pretty well already. He's a first-year assistant with the Hawks who have shocked 

everyone by compiling the best record in the East (43-12) at the two-thirds mark and are on a pace to 

win a remarkable 64 games. They are doing it without a single player in the NBA's top 25 in either 

scoring or rebounding. 

It's one of those teams that used to come around very rarely in the NBA but could be a developing trend 

considering what the similarly constructed San Antonio Spurs did last spring. 

The Hawks have a connection - head coach Mike Budenholzer (known as "Coach Bud" to staff and 

players) was a longtime assistant to Gregg Popovich with the Spurs and has four rings to show for it. 

Beginning last season, Bodenholzer started to infuse the same share-the-ball mentality into a franchise 

that had been a symbol for selfish, mindless basketball pretty much its entire existence. Lee has seen it 

up close and it reminds him of a certain team a decade ago: 

"I haven't been around the NBA long enough to say how all locker rooms work. But my first year seeing 

the work ethic of all these guys, the organic, genuine human relationships they have with one another, 

it's really something special. 

"It takes me back to our Bucknell teams - where everyone really feels like they're part of a family." 

Lee was, as a player, noticed by Bodenholzer during a couple of stints with the Spurs' Las Vegas Summer 

League team in 2006 and 2007 as he began a 4-year playing career in Europe. He never made the San 



Antonio roster but the two hit it off and the coach called last summer when an opening on his year-old 

Atlanta staff materialized. Lee's specialty right now is player development, working them out before and 

after practices, and scouting opponents' end-game, set-piece plays and tendencies. 

Lee credits the Hawks' success to an overall attention to the well-being of the players fostered by the 

Hawks organization and a Chip Kelly-like focus on eating and sleeping right and making sure the players 

aren't overtaxed in practice: 

"It's a long season, man. I haven't played in one game or had to run through one screen and I'm already 

feeling the 82-game season." 

The result has been nothing short of a phenomenon. Each player serves a unique primary purpose. All of 

them can shoot. And all the starters contribute nearly equally to the whole. 

Point guard Teague, a onetime well-regarded but not terribly heralded playmaker at Wake Forest, is the 

top scorer at 17 points per game and is the maestro. 

Center Horford is the closest thing to a recognized college star the team has, the versatile big man on 

the back-to-back national champion Florida teams. 

Power forward Millsap, a rebounding machine at mid-major Louisiana Tech, lasted until the 47
th

 pick in 

the 2006 NBA Draft and toiled in relative obscurity with the Utah Jazz for seven seasons before being 

acquired by the Hawks prior to last season. He has become not just a rebounder but prolific scorer and 

passer with Atlanta. 

Small forward DeMarre Carroll from Missouri has blossomed into a lockdown defender who 

Bodenholzer can sic on the opponent's best scorer. He is expected to take on James should a playoff 

showdown with the Cavaliers materialize. 

And the story of the team and maybe the NBA season so far is Korver, the former Philadelphia 76er, 

always a deadeye 3-point shooter, but this season having one for the record books - as he approaches 

his 34
th

 birthday. It is an amazing occurrence. 

Korver is on a pace to smash all existing NBA records for combined volume and percentage of 3-

pointers. The Creighton product is shooting a phenomenal .511 from beyond the NBA's massive arc and 

is averaging three treys per game; he's on a pace to approach 250 by season's end. 

Further, he is shooting over .500 from both the arc and the field (.503) and over .900 from the free 

throw line (.904). Nobody else has ever been a 50-50-90-percent man in NBA history other than Steve 

Kerr with the 1996 champion Chicago Bulls. And even Kerr, a hired-gun sniper who played reserve 

minutes, didn't technically qualify for enough shots in either the field goal or free throw categories. 

Korver's sample size is much higher. To put the numbers in some perspective, his .511 percentage leads 

the second-place man, the Pelicans' Eric Gordon (.455) by a whopping .056. And yet he second in the 

league lead in threes made (163), just two behind the Warriors' Stephen Curry. If he keeps anywhere 



near this pace for the final third of the season, it will rank as the pinnacle shooting season for any player 

in the history of the game. 

The question is: Are the Hawks too unselfish, too balanced to win an NBA title once the playoffs roll 

around? When a tight playoff game comes down to a handful of possessions and better opponents 

ratchet up their defense, can Atlanta depend on such a system where most everyone else looks to a 

superstar to get a tough hoop? 

"I would say that it plays to our advantage that we have an ensemble cast. Teams don't know who we're 

going to go to because all five guys in our starting line-up are capable of hitting a game-winning shot. 

And depening upon our position and how Coach Bud feels during a particular game, he has weapons to 

go to at all five positions. 

February is notorious for being the dog days of a grinding season and Atlanta is hitting a rough patch. 

Coming off the long All-Star break out-of-synch, the Hawks have lost back-to-back games for the first 

time since early November. And they played arguably their worst game of the season just last night in a 

105-80 home blowout loss to the Toronto Raptors and Kyle Lowry. The former Villanova Wildcat dug in 

on defense in this game and is exactly the type of singular talent at the other end, valuable at playoff 

time, that the Hawks don't have. 

Atlanta had five blocked shots, nine turnovers and shot 3-of-19 from the field in a decisive third period. 

And it's troubling that the Raptors, second in the East (37-17), now own a 3-1 edge over the Hawks this 

season. 

But the Hawks have swept the Wizards so far (3-0) and are 2-1 against the Cavaliers, though James did 

not play in one of those. 

Lee has a Bucknell brother on the roster. Mike Muscala was the Bison's star center on Dave Paulsen's 

best teams in 2010-13 - well after Lee played there and before he coached on Paulsen's staff (2012-14). 

"He's doing great," Lee said of Muscala. "Everybody really likes him. 

"He's in a tough situation obviously with two All-Star bigs [Millsap and Horford] playing in front of him." 

Muscala got a typical 8 minutes against the Raptors and collected 5 boards and an assist in that short 

time. But Lee acknowledged he needs more work than the Hawks can give him now: 

"We're definitely gonna get him down to the D-League [at Fort Wayne] when we can to get him in some 

games, to get him a feel for the NBA pace and the physicality. The more we can get him down there to 

get a taste, it helps." 

Lee is getting a feel himself, at a mere 30 years old, from a perspective he never could have dreamed a 

few months ago. He really could not have picked a better place to start his NBA coaching career: 

"I think on some teams you can get one or two guys to buy into the team concept and sharing the ball. 

We're very fortunate to have 14 guys who are all bought-in - which is amazing." 



 


