
 

 

 

PUBLICATION: MySanantonio.com     DATE: 12/7/15 

Spurs Off-Topic: Seven minutes with Dominique Wilkins 

By Jabari Young 

Sitting alone on the team bench before a recent Spurs-Atlanta game, former Hawks star and current 

analyst Dominique Wilkins took a few minutes to reflect on his brief time playing for San Antonio. 

Wilkins, known as the “Human Highlight Film” while starring for Atlanta, played in 63 games for the 

1996-97 Spurs, led the team in scoring (18.2 points per game) and was third in rebounds (6.4). That 

season also happened to be the same year Gregg Popovich fired Bob Hill, took over as head coach and 

never looked back. 

Wilkins discussed his one season being coached by Popovich, playing in the 1980s, and his thoughts on 

today’s All-Star slam-dunk competition. 

Can you recap the one season you played with the Spurs? (Team finished 20-62) 

(Smiles) Hell, I can’t even remember that far back. It was a tough season. We had too many injuries. A 

lot of key people were injured, so it made for a tough season, but we competed. We just didn’t have 

enough because all of our big guys were hurt. 

You remember what it was like to be coached by Pop? That was his first season as head coach. 

Pop was great. Pop told you what you needed to hear instead of what you wanted to hear, and he didn’t 

care if you didn’t like it or not. His job was to coach you to be the best player you could be and I loved 

playing for him. 

You were there when it first started, so it must be amazing to see what he’s done in his career. 

To see where he started and where he’s at now ... he was a determined coach. He was a very smart 

coach. He knew X’s and O’s. He knew how to put people in the position to be successful. Nothing 

surprised me with him. 

A lot of people call the Hawks the “Spurs East.” Do you see that at all? 

There are a lot of similarities. The way that they move the ball, some of the philosophies. (Coach Mike 

Budenholzer) came out of that system, so why wouldn’t it be? 

What do you most miss about playing the game? 

Competing. I loved to compete. I think any great player would tell you that’s the thing they miss more 

than anything — the competition. 

How do you react when you hear about guys wanting to play fewer games? 

It’s stupid. We played the game when the travel was bad. You had to catch commercial flights and we 

played. I remember playing 38-41 minutes a night. It’s wasn’t the fact it’s too many games, especially 

back then when it was so physical. Thing is, things always change. It’s an ever changing game, but I think 

to cut back on games would be ridiculous. 



 

 

 

Do you have a player, outside of the Hawks organization, that you watch and are impressed with today? 

I like a lot of guys. I’ll start with our guys like Paul Millsap, Jeff Teague, Al Horford, Kyle Korver, I mean I 

like watching those guys play. Outside of our guys, of course the star players like LeBron (James), Kevin 

Durant, Russell Westbrook,Tony Parker and Tim Duncan. People like that are my favorite guys to watch. 

Any player today that has a similar game to yourself? 

I think some guys have some similarities. You look at the young guys, I think (Minnesota’s) Andrew 

Wiggins has some similarities as far as explosiveness and able to hit people in the air and still finish. But I 

think I’m a mixture of that. I don’t think it’s just one guy you say, “Oh, that’s me.” 

What are your thoughts on today’s slam-dunk competition? (Wilkins won the event in 1985 and 1990) 

Terrible. The best guys don’t get in it, so it’s like boring to watch. 

Everyone has that favorite story from when they were playing. What’s your favorite? 

I had a lot of stories, but for me to play in the time that I played in the ’80s, it will never be duplicated — 

that style of basketball. I think that’s my favorite. 

If you had to put today’s Warriors up against a team that you think would just take it to them. 

(Laughs) There is a whole bunch of teams. There ain’t no one. You got to understand something. We 

played natural positions. Our small forwards, power forwards, we weren’t on the perimeter as a power 

forward or a center, out there shooting threes. Guys were going to make you pay inside. They were 

going to pound you. And I hate comparisons. TheGolden State Warriors are a good team, don’t make no 

mistake, but you’re talking about those ’80s (teams)? Man, it was too physical. 

And the ’90s? 

It was too physical. But that’s when it started to change. It started to change during the late ’90s. … I 

made a living in the paint. I didn’t sit out here and shoot threes all day. I played the game from the 

inside out — not the outside in. But if I needed a three, I stepped out, knocked down a three. My whole 

thing is to get to the free-throw line. If I didn’t get 10-12 free throws a night, I was pissed. 

Is that the one thing you look at when you look at a box score, how many times a team gets to the free-

throw line? 

Yes. How many times a team gets to the free-throw line, how many times an individual gets there. When 

you’re not shooting the ball well, you get to the line, penetrate, post up. When you look at a guy have 

eight or 10 points, and you look at how many free throws he got, and he only had two free throws, 

that’s a problem. 

Anything else in a box score that you look at? I know some look at assists and rebounds. 

Well, for our big guys, back in our day, if you had seven or eight rebounds, you ain’t doing your job. 

Those guys were averaging 14, 15, 16 rebounds a night. (Ex-Spur) Kevin Willis, if he didn’t get 15 

rebounds, he was pissed at himself. It was a different era, man. It was some rugged, grown men back 

then. I know people always get into these comparisons. Nothing can ever compare to that era. No sir! 



 

 

 

The quality of basketball today is different. You think it has a lot to do with the colleges, the one and 

done, guys not being prepared? 

I just think it has a lot to do with the rule changes. The rule changes changed the game. It opened up the 

game worldwide, which made it very lucrative for our league, which is a wonderful thing, but it changed 

the game from a skill standpoint. At 6-foot-9, I played small forward. I was physical, but a power forward 

was more physical. 

(Boris Diaw, one of the more versatile forwards in today’s game, comes over to say hello to Wilkins.) 

Wilkins: D, this is 13 years for you now, right? 

Diaw: Yup, 13. 

Wilkins: God damn you’re getting old. That means I’ve been around a long time. 

Asked about the River Walk, did Wilkins remember visiting often while playing in San Antonio. 

Man, I was more laid-back — wife, kids. It was kind of laid-back time. This is a very laid-back town. 

What you ever consider moving back here? 

(Laughs) No. I mean, it’s a nice place to visit, but it’s not home. 

 

 


