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The Hawks Were No Fluke 

By Paul Flannery 

BOSTON -- The Atlanta Hawks are 8-3, owners of the second-best record in the Eastern Conference and 

they are once again one of the best passing and shooting teams in the league. Before dropping two of 

their three games this week, they had won seven straight including victories over Miami and 

Washington, a pair of teams many suspected would overtake the Hawks this season. A little early season 

validation, perhaps? 

"I don’t know where we are in the standings right now," Atlanta forward Kyle Korver said. "Somewhere 

at the top." 

You can forgive the Hawks if they are unimpressed with their early-season success. This is what they’ve 

come to expect from themselves. While others may have written them off as a one-season novelty that 

was exposed in the playoffs, they feel like that was just the beginning of a sustained run that will 

continue to develop as they improve with time and experience. Exciting, they’re not. Still, has any 

objectively good team come into the season with less fanfare and hype than the Hawks? 

Maybe it’s because they lost DeMarre Carroll in free agency and plugged in journeyman Kent 

Bazemore into his spot. Or maybe it’s because of the way they finished last season coasting down the 

stretch before ending with a pair of tougher-than-expected playoff series and a disheartening sweep in 

the conference finals against the Cavs. Their collective response to all that is a shrug. 

"The beginning of the season is all based on what you see on paper and that’s what everyone bases their 

opinion on," Korver said. "We’re not the most physically dominating team and then the way the season 

ended. We understand that. It’s fine. We’ve got to earn our respect. You’re supposed to earn what you 

get in this league." 

What the Hawks have earned at this point is the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps that should have 

extended to all those preseason prognostications, but what’s the difference anyway? Few teams are as 

unbothered about things as Atlanta for whom "trust the process" may as well be stitched onto their 

gaudy new dayglo uniforms. In small type, of course, so as not to be too distracting. The big picture is 

what’s important here, and the big picture is all they ever talk about. 

It’s revealing that Korver’s response to my initial question about what’s changed this season mainly 

involved what hasn’t: continuity, familiarity, coach Mike Budenholzer’s deliberate message. Where they 

have changed, Korver believes, is through the experience of having gone through that playoff run. In 

some ways it confirmed many people’s suspicions about the Hawks as a great regular season team that 

would struggle against star-laden teams in the postseason. But to them it was an essential experience. 

Regrets about how it ended? No. 

"I don’t think we look at it that way," Korver said. "Everyone who’s here and what Bud preaches every 

day, is we’re on this journey and we’re going to keep on growing. Because the way the regular season 

went, all of a sudden expectations for us jumped quite a bit higher. We weren’t supposed to win a 

championship last year. You’ve got to earn a championship. You’ve got to go through some hard times. 

That’s just a rite of passage. 



 

 

 

"Are we going to win a championship, are we not? I don’t know, man. That’s definitely our goal but in a 

lot of ways it was a good series for us. You never want it to end it that way. We had guys hurt, we got 

swept, it was a hard ending in a lot of ways. Overall, if we’re looking at the bigger picture and not just 

one playoff series we’re still headed in the right direction. It’s easy to say that, but I really feel like that’s 

the goal of our organization and not just our team." 

There have been little tiny things that have changed for Atlanta, at least in the early part of the 

season. Jeff Teague is scoring a bit more. Al Horford is producing at even better level than last season. 

Korver’s shots and three-point attempts are down a bit as he works his way back from a pair of 

offseason surgeries. (Paul Millsap remains Paul Millsap. The dude is a metronome.) The Hawks aren’t 

quite as dominant as they were during their best days of last season, but they have been consistently 

good and there again is that process that needs to develop. 

"I’m still working my way into rhythm," Korver said. "I think Bud’s been a little cautious with me as far as 

minutes and in games. He’s not calling my number as much right now and teams are guarding me 

tightly. It’s part of it. I’ve had a couple of games here and there where I felt like I was in rhythm, but I’m 

still putting some things back together. A lot of us last year had incredible starts to the season and it was 

great to experience that. Now we know, not that we didn’t before, but there’s even more emphasis for 

us on finishing strong." 

The Hawks did add Tiago Splitter, giving them much-needed size off the bench. They also welcomed 

back Thabo Sefolosha and brought in Justin Holiday, who is exactly the kind of player who tends to 

thrive in their system. In many ways, Holiday is a lot like Bazemore who was a lot like DeMarre Carroll, 

unheralded journeymen wings who just needed a chance to play consistent minutes and develop. If 

Carroll was the first great success story of Atlanta’s skill development machine, then Bazemore is the 

next in line. 

"He saw what he could be in this league, not that he is ever lacking in confidence," Korver said. "He’s 

really grown as a skill player. He’s just been an energy guy for a bunch of years, people just thought of 

him as, ‘He’s going to play so hard and make some awesome plays and he’s going to have a turnover 

here and there.’ But I think his skill level and his IQ just keep on going in the right direction. His ceiling is 

so far from what he can be still." 

Knowing that he would be in line for a bigger role following Carroll’s departure, Bazemore hit the gym in 

the offseason. He stayed in Atlanta and worked on his shot, running through the gamut of in-game 

actions: contested shots, uncontested shots, catch-and-shoot, pin-downs. 

"Most of it was mental. Just accepting the change," Bazemore said. "The body follows the mind. So once 

you lock in up top, the body follows. For me it was getting in there, believing in it and shooting a bunch 

of them." 

Bazemore also played a lot of golf. Oddly enough, the two things are related. 

"Golf and basketball are two extremes," Bazemore said. "It’s staying within your tempo, which is the 

same as a jump shot. For me, golf taught me a lot of patience. If I get to a shot and the wind picks up, I 

don’t like the club I got in my hand, I have the patience to go back to the bag, take another club and hit 

the same shot." 

Bazemore is in the lineup for his defense but he’s been a revelation on the offensive end. He’s more 

than doubled his career scoring average, which is one by-product of a minutes increase. More 



 

 

 

importantly, he’s shooting 41 percent from behind the arc and he’s been deadly from the corner. Hot 

starts eventually fade, but Bazemore has made himself into a competent shooter from long range, just 

like so many others on this team. This is the heart of the Hawks’ ethos, to take players into their system 

not as finished products, but as players who can continue to develop. 

"You’ve got to look at the type of guys they bring in, all they know how to do is work," Bazemore said. 

"DeMarre’s a blue collar guy, Paul Millsap, everybody on this roster from top to bottom is a guy that 

puts in tons of hours of work. You see guys get better every day and from year to year. The guys they 

brought back from last year, everybody’s gotten so much better. Player development is something that 

should be harped on by all teams but for the ones that do, you can definitely see that it pays off." 

None of this is as satisfying as a splashy offseason move and none of it solves the eternal conundrum of 

a team full of skilled overachievers matching up with more physically talented opponents, but all of it is 

good for something. The Hawks are building a team with staying power. Last season may have been a 

wondrous surprise, but it’s not the end for them. Not by a long shot. 

 

 

  


