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Hawks survive Wizards rally to end drought 

By Lang Whitaker 

WASHINGTON — It happened for the first time in 1971. It happened again in '72 and '73, and then '79 

and '80, and then again in '86, '87 and '88. After a brief respite, they did it in '94, '96, '97 and '99. Then 

there was a dry spell, and then they did it three more times, in 2009, '10 and '11.  

Since moving to the Eastern Conference before the 1970-71 season, the Atlanta Hawks have made it to 

the Eastern Conference semifinals 15 times. But somehow, despite all those chances, things have never 

gone their way, and the Hawks have never been able to advance into the Eastern Conference finals.  

Until Friday night. ATLast.  

After a campaign where they surprised pretty much everyone during the regular season en route to 

winning 60 games and the Eastern Conference, the Hawks continued writing a new history by beating 

the Washington Wizards 94-91 in Game 6 of the Eastern Conference semifinals. For the first time in 45 

years, the Atlanta Hawks have advanced to the Eastern Conference finals.  

"I think the city really deserved this," said Hawks forward DeMarre Carroll, who led the Hawks with 25 

points. "They needed this. I think we wouldn't even be here without our fans."  

As with most things Hawks, it wasn't easy and it nearly didn't happen. Despite leading by 10, 81-71, with 

nine minutes remaining, the Wizards tied the game at 89 with 1:14 left to play. To take the lead for 

good, the Hawks turned to the very thing that defined them throughout the season: team basketball. 

Instead of going one-on-one, Jeff Teague found Carroll on backdoor cuts on back-to-back possessions, 

giving the Hawks a lead they wouldn't relinquish.  

Well, again, almost wouldn't relinquish. For a fourth game in a row, Paul Pierce had a chance to change 

the game on a last-second shot, and he got a contested look from the corner that initially looked like it 

would send the game to overtime. But after an official review, it was clear Pierce didn't get the shot off 

in time, by a matter of tenths of seconds, preserving the Atlanta series win.  

"I turned around, I see Paul Pierce shooting the ball, and I was about to cry," Carroll recalled. "I said, 

'Not again.' It went through, but the basketball gods was on our side. They let us get through this."  

To be certain, a trip to the Eastern Conference finals for the Hawks should be considered "getting 

through," but it's still baby steps -- during Atlanta's dry spell, the Boston Celtics have been at least as far 

as the Eastern Conference Finals 17 times. But after a summer of discontent for the Hawks, with general 

manager Danny Ferry taking an indefinite leave of absence following making racist statements on a 

phone call, and then the franchise being put up for sale following an owner self-reporting racially 

charged emails, any type of good news would probably be embraced by Hawks fans. A 60-win season 

and trip to the Conference finals exceeded anyone's wildest expectations.  



 

 

 

For Atlanta coach Mike Budenholzer, who is almost pathologically focused on process, reaching the 

Conference finals is something to commemorate, but bigger picture, it's just another step along the path 

to building a championship team.  

"I think for our organization, it's something we can take a lot of pride in," said Budenholzer. "There's 

been a lot of great work put in all year, and to see it carry over to the playoffs, and for our players to go 

out and execute and make enough plays and find a way to win a game and put us in the Eastern 

Conference finals, I think for the organization, for the city, it's something everyone takes a lot of pride in. 

And our group takes pride in, too. But we're more in the moment. We're ready to move forward and 

continue to work. And there's a lot of work to be done, still."  

 

 


