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Healthy Millsap and Horford could be key against Wizards 

By Lang Whitaker 

NEW YORK — For the majority of the season, the Atlanta Hawks exhibited an elegant, egalitarian brand 

of basketball, where players and the ball moved in concert, and as players found open space, and the 

ball almost always met them there. Defensively, the Hawks helped each other, defended the rim and 

closed out hard. 

It was enough to help the Hawks win 60 games, including 19 in a row, send four starters to the All-Star 

Game and dominate the Eastern Conference for most of the regular season. 

I don't know about peaking and all that, but I feel like we can get back to playing that type of basketball. 

– Hawks' Paul Millsap 

But even as coach Mike Budenholzer vigilantly monitored minutes and stressed rest and recovery the 

last few weeks of the season, routinely sitting starters and rotation players, stuff happens. All-Star 

forward Paul Millsap sprained his shoulder on April 4, missing five of the Hawks' final six regular-season 

games. During Atlanta's playoff opener against Brooklyn, Millsap's frontcourt partner, All-Star center Al 

Horford, suffered an injury to the pinky finger on his shooting hand. 

• Hawks-Wizards series coverage 

While neither player has missed a game in the postseason, they also clearly haven't been as effective as 

they were in the regular season. The downside of teammates being "on a string" together is that when 

one player doesn't perform up to expectations, it tugs down everyone else. Horford and Millsap's 

injuries certainly seemed to have a domino effect on the Hawks, and the team that wowed the 

basketball cognoscenti through the regular season effectively went missing the first two weeks of the 

2015 playoffs. 

What if, however, it wasn't just injuries that bothered the Hawks in the postseason? Maybe the regular 

season Hawks were a brilliant burst of basketball that burned too brightly, never to return. Before Game 

6 against Brooklyn, I asked Paul Millsap if it was possible that the Hawks had simply peaked too soon 

and had nowhere to go but down? 

Best of Phantom: Hawks Eliminate Nets in Game 6 

Check out the highlights as Atlanta moved on to the 2nd round of the NBA playoffs on Friday night 

through the lens of our Phantom Camera. 

"That's boloney," Millsap responded. "I mean, what does that really mean, 'peaking too soon?' Nah. We 

were in a good rhythm. We're a rhythm team. But to me, we just haven't played that same way. We 

haven't moved the ball like we did that month. We haven't helped each other on defense the way we 



 

 

 

did. So, a lot of that has an effect. I don't know about peaking and all that, but I feel like we can get back 

to playing that type of basketball." 

The Hawks rediscovered their mojo Friday night in the second half of Game 6. The Hawks opened the 

third quarter with a devastating 23-3 run, playing the same lyrical style of democratic basketball that 

made hero ball obsolete. The Hawks totaled 15 assists in the quarter -- the Nets totaled 20 for the game 

-- and the Hawks ended up winning easily 111-87. 

Millsap and Horford in particular seemed to return to form in Game 6, combining for 43 points, 16 

rebounds and nine assists, and each posting a +28 rating while on the court. Horford and Millsap have 

tried to avoid talking about their injuries or using them as excuses, but after putting away the Nets, both 

admitted that time is helping heal wounds. 

"I'm feeling better," said Horford. "After the first game, it took me a couple of games. I just ... I didn't 

feel right. But I feel better now. So that's what it is and I'm excited that I have my rhythm back." 

"I said earlier that with injuries comes a little, I guess, absurdness to it," explained Millsap. "You know, 

you don't want to get hit, you try to eliminate getting banged against. So it changed a little bit. I'm more 

effective when I get down low and bang with guys, or drive to the basket and get fouled. That's when 

I'm at my best. It's just getting comfortable, and I'm getting back comfortable and getting situated with 

the physicality and what's going on." 

Arena Link: Al Horford 

Al Horford joins GameTime via Cisco Telepresence to speak after a game 6 road win over Brooklyn 

sending Atlanta to face Washington in the next round. 

As part of Atlanta's pace and space offense, they need Millsap and Horford to do more than just score 

and rebound. Their versatility and ability to score from the outside stretches defenses and creates 

opportunities for their teammates. 

"They do a lot of things for us that y'all people in the paper don't really notice," said DeMarre Carroll. 

"Y'all just notice points. They do a lot of rebounding, and it's a lot of little things they do that go 

unnoticed." 

"It's pretty tough for the other team when we play pick and roll," said Hawks guard Dennis Schröder. 

"Me and Jeff [Teague] can create open lanes because Al pops, and defenses have to decide where he's 

going. And that's big for us." 

A healthy Millsap and Horford should be a particularly useful duo against the Washington Wizards, who 

deployed a smaller lineup against Toronto in round one of the playoffs. If Washington uses Paul 

Pierce as a power forward, Millsap has the speed and quickness to take advantage of that matchup on 

both ends of the floor. 



 

 

 

The Hawks are a team obsessively focused on process and development, and Budenholzer relentlessly 

preaches daily improvement. To that end, perhaps the ultimate compliment came from guard Kyle 

Korver, who said after Game 6, "I think we came out of this series playing better than we did going into 

this series." 

Which, if you ask the Hawks, might be all that really matters, anyway. 

  


