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Hawks enter Eastern Conference finals against Cavaliers with luck on their side 

By Michael Lee 

DeMarre Carroll credited “the basketball gods” for being on the Atlanta Hawks’ side after Paul 

Pierce’s tying three-pointer at the buzzer was overruled in Game 6 of their Eastern Conference 

semifinal victory against the Washington Wizards. 

Having the favor of good fortune seemed like an odd perspective because it has rarely been with a 

Hawks franchise that is in the Eastern Conference finals for the first time. Atlanta is among the final four 

teams vying for a championship for the first time since 1970 — when the team faced the Los Angeles 

Lakers in the Western Division finals and played home games at Georgia Tech. 

The fate of the franchise has historically fallen in line with Kyle Korver’s initial reaction before he 

discovered that the ball was still on Pierce’s fingertips as time expired. Korver hunched over, grabbed 

the bottom of his shorts and shook his head while staring into nothingness. 

“I was like ‘You have got to be kidding me,’ ” Korver said afterward. 

But for once, the joke was on some other team. In the 45 years since the Hawks were one series away 

from playing for a championship, the franchise has fielded teams that had Hall of Fame players 

(Dominique Wilkins, Pete Maravich, Lou Hudson, Walt Bellamy, Moses Malone and soon-to-be inducted 

Dikembe Mutombo) and Hall of Fame coaches (Lenny Wilkens and Richie Guerin). But Atlanta could 

never break through to the conference finals because of either bad timing, bad matchups or bad breaks. 

Elvin Hayes and Bobby Dandridge denied Atlanta by scoring a combined 68 points to lead the 

Washington Bullets to a Game 7 win in 1979. In 1988, the Hawks were up 3-2 on Boston but couldn’t 

close out in Game 6 because the Celtics double-teamed Wilkins and forced Cliff Levingston to take a low 

percentage shot in the final second. Then, in Game 7, Wilkins dueled with Larry Bird, but the Hawks lost 

by two points. 

Atlanta never came closer in their next seven trips to the conference semifinals, including three sweeps. 

It was the No. 1 seed in 1994 but was perhaps karmically cursed from going anywhere after trading 

Wilkins, the best player in the Atlanta portion of the franchise's history — in the midst of his most 

complete season — to the lowly Los Angeles Clippers for Danny Manning. 

The Hawks now have won more than one playoff series for the first time since 1958 — when the team 

won its only championship in St. Louis, before the Wizards or their upcoming opponent, the Cleveland 

Cavaliers, came into existence. They have more playoff victories this postseason than the past three 

postseasons combined. And they have finally done it with a repeatedly overlooked and unappreciated 

60-win team that understands the significance of this historic run. 



 

 

 

“It’s something that we can take a lot of pride in,” said Hawks Coach Mike Budenholzer, winner of coach 

of the year honors this season. “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 everybody takes a lot of pride in. Our group takes pride in it, too. But we’re more in the 

moment. There’s a lot of work to be done still.” 

This season has been one of noncompliance for the Hawks, who failed to make any significant moves in 

free agency aside from welcoming back an injured Al Horford but improved their record from last 

season by 22 games. They withstood the controversy surrounding a poorly worded and racially 

insensitive e-mail by owner Bruce Levenson and the cloud of an ownership sale. They lost General 

Manager Danny Ferry — the man who inherited Horford and Jeff Teague but is responsible for everyone 

else — over someunfortunate, culturally insensitive comments about Luol Deng. Even as Cleveland and 

Chicago attracted most of the attention during the regular season, Atlanta managed to sit atop the East 

for several months and send four players to the All-Star Game without a prototypical superstar. 

“We know who we are. We’re not going to let everybody else tell us who we’re not,” Paul Millsap said. 

The Hawks haven’t played at the same level that allowed them to win 19 straight games earlier this 

season, and they have hardly been dominant. But they have shown an incredible ability to survive this 

postseason. They overcame Pierce sinking three out of four game-tying or go-ahead shots in the final 10 

seconds and still managed to win two of those games. John Wall had led the Wizards to a record five 

consecutive victories to start the postseason — and played the second half of Game 1 with five non-

displaced fractures in his left hand and wrist — but was forced to miss three games because swelling 

made it impossible for him to dribble a basketball. The Hawks won three in a row after Pierce’s buzzer-

beater negated a 21-point comeback in Game 3 — including a win in which Horford beat three Wizards 

to the carom of a blocked layup for a game-winning putback in Game 5. 

LeBron James has reached the conference finals seven times in his career but has previously faced one 

60-win team — when the Miami Heat throttled the Bulls in five games in 2011. The Heat took advantage 

of the predictability of a Derrick Rose-centric offense then, but the Hawks prefer to be “more random,” 

as Budenholzer said. The Hawks also enter the conference finals the healthier team — the Cavaliers are 

without Kevin Love, and Kyrie Irving is hobbled by foot and knee injuries — and with the confidence that 

something is finally working out in their favor. 

“I think if we just keep playing team basketball and don’t depend on one guy every night to lead us, I 

think we’ll be okay,” Carroll said. “My uncle [Arkansas Coach Mike Anderson] always told me this saying, 

if we worry about what we have to do, they ain’t going to be able to do what they want to do. We’re 

going to focus on what we have to do.” 

And hope for a little more assistance from those basketball gods. 

 


