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Hawks seek to re-capture consistency of magical year 

 By Shaun Powell 

In the dead of winter, during the snoozy part of the NBA schedule, the Hawks smacked us upside the 

head this time last year. They ran the table in January, and while nobody saw that coming, we all had a 

hunch where it was eventually going.  

And sure enough, when the moment of truth arrived and the Hawks had the chance to not only destroy 

the suspicions about the undefeated January but also the best record in the East, LeBron James swept 

them from the playoffs like a speck of dust on the floor.  

It was, by and large, mostly positive for the Hawks last season if only because they rewrote franchise 

history in terms of wins during the season and playoffs, and also made a soft sports town veer its 

attention away from spring football. It was a boom year in so many ways, despite the no-show in the 

showdown against Cleveland, but the landmark year begged the next question:  

Can the Hawks come close to repeating that this season?  

Well, no offense to Spurs Lite, who are a hard-working and well-coached team that plays an admirable 

brand of unselfish basketball. But the East was bound to be tougher — it certainly couldn't get any 

worse — and losing DeMarre Carroll in free agency doesn't make you a stronger team. And honestly, 

setting another club record for wins was never the stated or realistic goal. The Hawks just wanted to be 

in the mix and maybe get another swipe in spring time at the Cavs, who are once again the prohibitive 

favorites to walk away with the conference, which they're doing at the moment.  

Right now, we see the Hawks are in no shape to pull off another spotless month (they were 

embarrassed Wednesday in Charlotte, for example) but also aren't in danger of fading, either. Call it a 

push for the defending regular season champs who are busy searching for an X-factor, if one exists, that 

will swing in their favor and separate Atlanta from the Raptors and Bulls and maybe Heat for the "race 

for second." And if they don't locate something extra, they could get bounced from the playoffs early, 

assuming they make it.  

"There were a lot of things that went well (last season)," said coach Mike Budenholzer. "Going forward, 

it's great to go into the city and hear people who want us to do well, to see that people have high 

expectations for us. We welcome that."  
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Here's what fell right for the Hawks:  

Kyle Korver was nearly automatic from deep when left open and had a career season which led to the 

All-Star Game, a first and maybe only trip for him.  

Carroll also maxed out, establishing himself as a tough on-ball defender who could check three different 

positions, while making lazy defenders pay when he was left open beyond the arc.  



 

 

 

Paul Millsap was a beast near the basket and also sharpened his shooting range to give him mismatches 

against bigger and heavier players that he could pull away from the basket, and also smaller players who 

couldn't contain him on post-ups.  

Jeff Teague was steady with the ball in his hands and also showed a knack for producing when playing 

off the ball.  

Al Horford was typical Al Horford.  

And Budenholzer devised a share-all system that allowed seven and perhaps eight players to find a 

useful role and play to their strengths, which earned him Coach of the Year.  

There's more: Miami missed Chris Bosh for most of the season, the Bulls' Derrick Rose sat for a spell, 

Paul George was out most of the year in Indiana and the Raptors underachieved. The Hawks benefited 

from things they could control (they had a winning record vs. the West), and things they couldn't, and it 

was the perfect storm that resulted in 60 wins and the No. 1 seed.  

The off-season came down to economics. The Hawks had to choose between paying Millsap or Carroll 

(easy call) and they wanted Tim Hardaway Jr. on a one-year contract instead of a first-round pick (they 

blew a chance to draft beastly Bobby Portis) so they swung a deal with the Knicks.  

And so far this season? The Hawks haven't beaten the behemoths like they did last year, losing so far to 

OKC, Miami, Cleveland, the Spurs twice, the Raptors and Pacers. That suggests they aren't in the upper 

tier, and at best are in the group below. They fade in and out. They've had winning streaks of seven 

games and six games but lost twice to the Knicks and Wolves.  

They're now in a stretch where they play eight straight against teams that aren't currently in playoff 

position, but opened the stretch losing by 23 in Charlotte.  

Oh, and their January record is 2-3 so far.  

So what's changed?  

It's just about getting better and improving. That's all we're concerned with as a team. 

– Hawks veteran Al Horford 

Korver has dealt with a string of annoying injuries and had off-season ankle surgery, all of which has 

played mean tricks on his production. His shooting is down across the board and doesn't strike the same 

level of fear into teams that leave him open. He's hopelessly off his 90-50-40 percentage pace of last 

season.  

With the exception of stretchy swingman Kent Bazemore, who is a better replacement for Carroll than 

anyone thought (and far cheaper at the moment); no newcomer to the rotation has delivered. 

Hardaway doesn't play much and Tiago Splitter is on the bench when it counts.  

The only new wrinkle is Dennis Schroder giving the Hawks a two-point guard pairing that often causes 

matchup problems.  

"Dennis is becoming somebody who's doing well for us on both ends," said Budenholzer. "There will be 

opportunities to play those two together and if it's working well, it's up to us to figure how to do it 

more."  



 

 

 

The Hawks don't figure to be buyers at the February 18th trade deadline unless they feel the need to 

swap Schroder, who has value. Otherwise, they'll stay put, and hope their continuity can carry them 

beyond the Bulls and Raptors; all three are log-jammed behind the Cavs and searching for separation.  

There's the fear that the Hawks are about tapped out, regarding their key players. Horford, Millsap and 

Teague are either at or close to their All-Star production of last season. Korver is off. Bazemore has been 

a plus, and a bonus with his shooting. Schroder has helped. It's a good Hawks team, but hardly the 

surprising contender that assembled a stunning January of 2015.  

"It's just about getting better and improving," Horford said. "That's all we're concerned with as a team."  

Getting better doesn't mean 61 wins; it means getting hot in the post-season instead of January and 

giving LeBron a run. The Hawks of 2015-16 are still looking to peak, and it will be unfortunate if, in 

hindsight, they already have.  

   


