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Hawks have tough job ahead if Game 1 was series' road map 

 By Sekou Smith 

ATLANTA — Long before DeMarre Carroll's fateful step, before J.R. Smith started 

cooking and before LeBron James finished things off with a wicked down-the-lane dunk, the Atlanta 

Hawks took the bait. 

They betrayed their own principles, albeit briefly, but just long enough to fall victim in Game 1 of the 

Eastern Conference finals. 

The moment the ball stopped moving, the Hawks fate was sealed. And that moment came shortly after 

halftime with the game tight and the Cavaliers feeding on a steady diet of Smith 3-pointers -- five of his 

franchise-record 8 makes from distance came during the Cavaliers' 22-4 run from the final 3:30 of the 

third quarter and the first two minutes of the fourth. 

Rather than exploiting the pace-and-space style that has made their groundbreaking season possible, 

the Hawks got swept up in the emotion of the moment. They played right into the hands of a Cavaliers 

team that, for all its "hero ball" specialists, has also been the best defensive team in the playoffs. 

Instead of forcing the Cavaliers to chase the ball around the floor the way the Hawks did in the first half, 

they found themselves standing and watching on both ends of the floor with the game on the line. The 

97-89 final score was a foregone conclusion, even with a late-but-futile flurry, as the Cavaliers snatched 

the home court advantage and the Hawks' spirit simultaneously. 

The Hawks finished the game with 19 assists on 34 made field goals, and just nine assists in the second 

half. Their offensive attack ground to a halt with the game still hanging in the balance. 

"I think we'll go back and look at the film, and you always learn more," Hawks coach Mike Budenholzer 

said. "Sometimes things aren't as bad as maybe you think initially or sometimes they are. I think ball 

movement is critical to us. Playing unselfishly is critical to us. Our group understands that. So if we can 

improve and get better there, I think it's something we've been doing all year." 

DeMarre Carroll's knee injury with five minutes to play (word will come today on the severity of his knee 

sprain) was a kick in the gut after the Hawks had already realized the error of their ways schematically. 

Because if they are going to play this series on the Cavaliers' terms, trading shot for shot with James, 

Kyrie Irving and Smith, then this series ends sooner than the Game 6 or 7 many predicted before 

Wednesday night. 

The Cavaliers are built for this, as they showed after the lead ballooned to 18 points in the fourth 

quarter. It might not be Smith every night, of course. But LeBron and Irving are more than capable of 

shredding a defense, especially once that's on its heels possession after possession. 



 

 

 

Their two-headed low-post monster in Tristan Thompson (14 points, 10 rebounds and two blocks) 

and Timofey Mozgov (10 points and 11 rebounds) allows them to control the action in the half court in 

ways the Hawks cannot with Al Horford (16 points and seven rebounds) often battling by his lonesome 

around the basket. Thompson was particularly effective, controlling the action at times with his activity 

and length. 

Sometimes things aren't as bad as maybe you think initially or sometimes they are. I think ball 

movement is critical to us. Playing unselfishly is critical to us. Our group understands that. 

– Atlanta Hawks coach Mike Budenholzer 

"You know, we've just got to keep playing our style of ball," Horford said. "I think tonight, the way we 

were defending, a lot of us, we had to leave him and Mozgov to go double LeBron or something, and 

they were able to just pound the glass. So that's something that I'm sure we'll look at. We just have to 

do a better job of boxing out and making sure that we get those rebounds. 

If the Hawks have to play without both Carroll and Thabo Sefolosha, the Hawks' defensive ace who is 

out for the entire postseason with a broken leg, the outcome could be a foregone conclusion. After 

going 1-3 during the regular season against the Hawks, it's clear the Cavaliers figured some things out in 

time for Game 1. 

"We started to get kind of a rhythm of what they wanted to do," James said, "but we also just put 

pressure not only at the point of attack, but when the ball was moved from side to side. Like I said, our 

coaching staff gives us a game plan, and it's up to us to execute it. They're going to make shots. They're 

one of the, if not the best with Golden State, best offenses we have in our league. We just try to make it 

tough on them." 

Especially tough when he or Smith takes over in the one-on-one game. 

"I kind of sense it," James said of when the game slows down the way it did late in the third quarter 

when Smith was cooking, and into the fourth, when he took over. 

"I sense it during the game a little bit, and it's tough sometimes with our main ball handler not being on 

the floor, and that's Kyrie. That's something that I'm not happy with, something I'm not really 

comfortable with doing. I can do it, but I don't like to play that much isolation basketball late in the 

game. I'd much rather get the ball moving from side to side and get a good look after that. 

"So like I said, I'll be more conscious about that in Game 2, if that opportunity presents itself, where at 

least I can get the ball moving to start and then maybe at the back side, or like the third option I can get 

it back at the end. At least we got the defense moving instead of them just watching me pound the ball 

for 24 seconds. That's not good basketball." 

The cross-matches that normally work in the Hawks' favor were nullified in Game 1 by James. The Cavs' 

star took advantage of single coverage when smaller players like Teague and Dennis Schröder ended up 

on him early and when Paul Millsap and Kent Bazemore took their turns later. 



 

 

 

The Game 1 tweak didn't work and the Hawks will have to resort to some desperate measures for Game 

2 if Carroll is out. 

GameTime: Thompson And Mozgov 

"I think between tonight and Game 2, the mindset is there are lots of things that we can do better, a few 

things that we can build on," Budenholzer said, "but there's a stretch early in the fourth quarter where 

they were able to create a little bit of separation and a lead. A few things happened during that time 

that we've got to do better, and I think, if we continue to attack and we continue to play with pace and 

move the ball better, then I think that's going to give us our best chance going into Game 2." 

Without offensive improvement, however, it won't matter who the Hawks have available. 

The second-best 3-point shooting team (by percentage, to Golden State) during the regular season, the 

Hawks shot a brutal 4-for-24 in Game 1. And unlike Smith, they didn't have to shoot them with hands in 

their faces. They were 3-for-20 (15 percent) on uncontested shots from deep and simply could knock 

down the shots literally given to them. 

Kyle Korver's struggles to get loose for shots continued from the conference semifinals, with Iman 

Shumpert serving as the primary lockdown defender on him this time around, doing the job Bradley 

Beal did for Washington. 

The Hawks have to do something to free him up for more than just five shot attempts in 36 minutes. 

"That's a good question," Horford said when asked what the Hawks can do to get Korver going. "We just 

got to make sure he gets more looks, meaning through our offense, and we'll have to figure that out. At 

the same time, teams are much more aware of him. Everybody's attention is on him, so they're really 

making sure that they contest when they get out there. So we just have to keep finding ways to try to 

get him going again." 

They have to find ways to get everybody going again, or Game 2 Friday night at Philips Arena could very 

well be the final home game of a dream season gone awry. 

   


