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NBA’s Biggest Party Is In Atlanta 

By Will Leitch 

ATLANTA -- I've been to dozens of basketball arenas, from Final Fours and the NBA Playoffs to high 

school intrasquad games and scrimmages between four-year-olds. In that time, I've never been to a 

basketball game with less of an environment than Philips Arena in Atlanta had over the last few years. 

I'm new to the South, and before I moved to Athens, Ga., I'd been told that Atlanta wasn't always the 

most supportive of its sports teams (something I'd not actually found to be the case at Braves games). 

But this was unlike anything I'd ever experienced. 

In an age where you can watch any game from your laptop or iPad, it was hardly strange to see empty 

seats. But what was most striking about Philips Arena before January 2015 was how disinterested 

everyone seemed to be, especially the people who were paid to be there. Bored people scanned your 

ticket; bored people poured your beer; bored people dribbled and shot. Even the pregame introductions 

-- the go-to move for NBA arenas, the place where even the Jazz can be made to seem exciting --were 

perfunctory; they felt like Generic Canned Energy-Type Substance, obligatory and distracted. (They 

barely even dimmed the lights.) This was an Atlanta team, but it felt more like a non-descript, 

anonymous American city. Everyone was just going through the motions. In order to get to the main 

entrance of the arena, you have to walk through the CNN Center food court, which only added to the 

sense that you were watching a game in a mall. A mall that was about to close for the day. 

It is not like that anymore. Last night might have been the least interesting home game of the season for 

the Hawks -- an inconsequential loss to a Knicks team whose fans were openly begging for it to lose -- 

and it was still one of the most fun experiences I've had at a basketball game in a long time. Philips 

Arena is where the party's at right now. There were fewer fans than when I was there last 

month (everyone's resting up for the playoffs), but the place still crackled with excitement from start to 

finish. The contrast from Philips Arena before this season and during this season is profound. It's like 

you're on two different planets. 

Everything is different, starting with the introductions, which have gone from some guy mumbling "lou 

williams" under his breath to this: 

The programs feature Hawks' starters dressed up in snazzy suits. The players address the crowd before 

many games. The focus of all the marketing is Atlanta: the people, the city, the community. The crowds 

are diverse and universally cheerful, reflecting the city as it is rather than what the soon-to-be-former 

owner infamously wished it to be. Kevin Arnovitz, in his terrific, essential midseason ESPN piece about 

the Hawks' total marketing makeover, called this "rejecting the Alpharetta unicorn" and "embracing 

black fans more meaningfully than any other major pro sports team." Even the team's social media 

crew seems to be having a good time. It has led to a raucous, triumphant, exuberant vibe at an arena 

where I wouldn't have imagined such a thing possible just 12 months ago. Even when they lose to the 

damned Knicks. 



Of course, it helps when the team is this good. The Hawks have won 60 games this season, an all-time 

franchise high, and they have at last escaped that "barely sneak in the playoffs just so you can lose in the 

first round and still have a lousy draft pick" cycle. They've clinched the No. 1 seed in the Eastern 

Conference -- it's possible they'll play Indiana in the first round, the team they took to seven games last 

year, with each team in the exact opposite seed -- but it's not just the wins. It's how this team plays. 

Monday night notwithstanding, the Hawks are an unselfish, new-school, Spurs-like team that plays 

tenacious defense, but mostly shoots shoots shoots. The noise Philips Arena makes when a Hawk 

(particularly Kyle Korver) is about to put up a 3-pointer reminds me of the way Madison Square Garden 

felt during Linsanity, anticipation mixed with the giddiness of perpetual amazement. This Hawks team is 

fun because they win, but they're also fun because they're a surprise. Several Hawks officials I talked to 

say that's the the key: Everyone knew the Hawks would be better, but no one saw this coming. This is a 

team that has taken the Spurs mindset, a rejiggered but not reconstructed roster with surprises like 

Dennis Schroeder and Kent Bazemore and the principles of advanced statistics and analysis, and they 

have turned it into the best NBA ride the Hawks and their fans have ever experienced. 

This has happened so quickly -- and from a time of such peril, with those ugly comments from the owner 

and the Danny Ferry/Luol Deng business -- that it's a little scary, and there's a sense, on the eve of the 

playoffs, that this could theoretically all vanish. The team is still for sale, after all, and even with all the 

new paint and new energy, longtime Hawks believers still fear doom around every corner. ("It didn't 

help that the NYPD decided to take out one of our key players," one told me last night, referring to the 

Thabo Sefolosha incident in New York.) As wild a ride as this season has been, championships are not 

won in January (where the Hawks went 17-0), and LeBron and the Cavaliers are lurking. 

But even though the Hawks are the No. 1 seed in the East and have the second-best record in the NBA, a 

title isn't necessarily the final judgment on this season. (They currently have 18-1 odds, which seems … 

low.) The Hawks have made basketball in Atlanta a joy again maybe for the first time since the days of 

Dominique Wilkins (who now has a statue outside the arena) and the not-Pac-Man logo (which is back 

now too). Any team that's up for sale has its future up in the air a bit, but now we've seen what Philips 

Arena can be like, how it can embrace its city and its fans. No one can claim Atlanta doesn't love 

professional basketball anymore. 

The playoffs are just a few days away, and Philips Arena will be ablaze. I would have never thought that 

possible. One year ago, I would have rather watched a church league game at the rec center down the 

street than watch the Hawks at Philips Arena. Now I just can't wait to get back. 

 


