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Atlanta Hawks think recent struggles will prepare them for Wizards 

By Michael Lee 

Talk to the Atlanta Hawks, and they will tell you that the struggles of the last month — and in their first-

round NBA playoff series against the tougher-than-expected Brooklyn Nets — were for the best. The 

rare blip in an otherwise storybook season shook them out of complacency, forced them to adapt to 

both injury and hardships and proved their character as competitors. The Hawks came out the other 

side confident they are better prepared for the challenges ahead. 

“This is good,” Hawks forward DeMarre Carroll said Friday night after his team closed out the Nets in six 

games at Barclays Center. “There was adversity here, and we took advantage of it. We believe that 

when we’re playing the right way . . . we can beat anybody.” 

Talk to the Washington Wizards, and they will tell you that their first-round sweep of the Toronto 

Raptors wasn’t an anomaly but the moment their true, dominant selves were unleashed. The 

unexpected annihilation came as the result of Coach Randy Wittman leaning on rarely seen 

rotations that he waited judiciously to remove from his back pocket. The Wizards believe they possess 

the depth and diversity to thrive in any style and possibly upset the top seed in the Eastern Conference. 

“I think we’re just playing more confident,” Wizards point guard John Wall said. “I think we’re a tough 

team.” 

The two conference semifinalists are meeting in the playoffs for the second time, and one will end a 

generation-long gap since the last time it reached the conference finals. 

The Wizards haven’t advanced beyond the second round since 1979, when 12 teams made the playoffs 

and the top seeds got first-round byes. They have reached the conference semifinals three times in the 

interim, including last season. The Hawks’ drought is longer and has been wrought with more 

frustration. Atlanta has lost 15 consecutive conference semifinal series, with the most recent 

disappointment coming in 2011. The last time it made the NBA final four was 1970, when the league 

only had eight playoff teams and the Hawks played the Los Angeles Lakers in what was called the 

Western division finals. 

The Hawks easily won the four-game regular season series against the Wizards, but their three wins all 

came before the all-star break. The Wizards won the last meeting April 10, but Hawks all-star forward 

Paul Millsap was out with a sore right shoulder and the other four starters rested. 

The Hawks had as many losses in their final 28 regular season games as they had in their first 54 (11). 

They have gone 11-10 in their past 21 games including the playoffs but don’t have a false sense of 

security after a series against Brooklyn in which the first five games were decided by 10 points or fewer 

before the Hawks’ 111-87 rout in Game 6. 



 

 

 

The Wizards slumped near the end of the regular season but were among three teams to record a 

sweep this postseason, easily plowing through a Toronto team that was hardly at full strength. 

Washington had the first four-game playoff sweep in franchise history and first sweep of any kind since 

eliminating the Hawks in two games in the first round of their lone championship season in 1978. 

“What we’re able to do in the playoffs is a little bit different. But I’m not getting into how different it is,” 

Wittman said. “We’re the same team with the same players that we’ve had most of the year. We’re 

going to have to be locked in defensively to have an opportunity do here what we think we can do.” 

The turnaround will be swift and the preparation time brief as the Hawks move from fending off the 

feisty Nets to hosting a Wizards team that has been resting for a week and underwent a stunning 

transformation in style against Toronto. The Hawks don’t figure to be caught off guard, however; one of 

the first times Wittman featured Paul Pierce in the type of small-ball lineup it used in the first round was 

in a Nov. 25 loss to Atlanta. 

“We always start with ourselves, and you learn more — no matter how much a team has changed, no 

matter lineups, even personnel, to a certain degree,” Hawks Coach Mike Budenholzer said of shifting his 

attention to the Wizards in the second round. “Of course, it’s important to look at their more recent 

games they played in the first round. But I would put the preponderance on how we’ve played against 

them and they’ve played against us.” 

Atlanta is also not the same dreadful defensive team as the Raptors. With point guard Jeff Teague and 

Carroll — nicknamed “Junkyard Dog” for his tenacity — providing the pressure, the Hawks forced the 

Wizards into an average of 17.8 turnovers in their four games. All-star center Al Horford is also mobile 

enough to better defend the Wizards’ pick-and-roll that was lethal against Toronto. 

The Wizards have a decided advantage in health, and the time off could only help their collection of 30-

somethings, Pierce, Nene, Marcin Gortat and Drew Gooden III. The Hawks are without key perimeter 

defensive reserve Thabo Sefolosha, who had his leg broken during an incident with police officers in 

New York last month. Horford is playing through a dislocated pinkie on his right (shooting) hand, and 

Millsap is finally starting to get comfortable with his shoulder, only recently removing a protective 

padding. 

“It’s going to be tough, but we’re going to keep doing what we’ve been doing the whole year and keep 

staying true to us,” Carroll said. “We still got a lot to prove. We got no time to feel sorry for ourselves or 

fatigued, so we’ve just got to keep playing Hawks basketball, and everything will take care of itself.” 

  

  


