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Kenny Atkinson’s global journey from ‘Spunky’ to Nets coach 

By Brian Lewis 

Kenny Atkinson is the classic gym rat. He has been since he was a little kid growing up on Long Island, 

just 35 miles away from where Barclays Center now stands, dribbling a ball almost as big as he was. 

The only thing he likes better than working on the court is winning on the court. No wonder the Nets’ 

new head coach was called “Spunky,” a nickname he picked up in college as a plucky point guard at 

Richmond. 

“We called him Spunky. He fit the nickname,’’ said retired Spiders coach Dick Tarrant, whose 1988 Sweet 

16 team was led by Atkinson at point guard. 

“Kenny, on his day off, would shoot 250 shots. I’d say, ‘This is your day off, Spunky.’ He’d rather have 45 

minutes in the weight room, do squats, shoot 300 shots on his day off. … He’s been gym rat since 

elementary school. I thought he’d go back to [coach] St. Dominic in Oyster Bay or something.’’ 

He will come back as something slightly bigger. 

The gym rat from St. Anthony’s in Huntington went on a basketball sojourn that would have left 

Odysseus dizzy — from playing in six countries to assistant coaching gigs with the Knicks and Hawks (his 

playoff playoff run continued into the second round Thursday night when Atlanta eliminated the 

Celtics). 

His first pro head-coaching gig won’t be an easy one, and not just because the Nets were 21-61 this 

season. Atkinson, 48, must go from being the players’ friend to their boss, from narrow focus to big 

picture. He will have to handle the media after losses (there will be many) in the country’s biggest 

market. 

But it is his market. He gets to come home, with hopes to settle his family — wife, Laura, and children 

Anthony and Annika — in Brooklyn. 

“He’s pretty excited. I don’t blame him. His head is spinning, and it will be for the next few weeks,’’ 

Tarrant, 84, said. 

“Super happy for Kenny. What an awesome opportunity how this all worked out,’’ Hawks shooting 

guard Kyle Korver said. “There’s been some other jobs that he’s been in the mix for, but he gets to go 

back to New York. He’s got a lot of family there.’’ 

A whole lot. That fight, which Atlanta’s Kent Bazemore called a “swagger,” came from being one of eight 

brothers. 

Atkinson boasted before the 1985 Newsday Classic, a high school all-star game at Nassau Coliseum, that 

the Long Island team could upset the city stars — something it never had done. Then he went out and 

scored 18 points to make sure it happened. He went on to become Richmond’s second all-time scorer, 

including a game-winning 3-pointer as a sophomore after rival VCU had gone up 58-57 with four seconds 

left. 



 

 

 

“It was about midcourt, maybe inside by a stride or two, but a good 40 feet,’’ Tarrant said. “The kids 

mobbed him and carried him off.’’ 

Atkinson never has lacked confidence. 

“He’s was very competitive and a clutch player for us. He always wanted to take the big-time shot, and I 

can’t ever remember him missing a big shot,’’ said Greg Beckwith, who was Atkinson’s point guard 

predecessor at Richmond and returned as an assistant coach for that Sweet 16 campaign. 

“He really took time to stay in the gym, work on his game. … He’s a gym rat. He had a bunch of brothers. 

They were older, so there was a bunch of competition in the family. They’d give him [grief] if he didn’t 

do well. Coach called him Spunky. He didn’t back down from anyone.’’ 

Clearly. So much so that in the year Beckwith spent as a grad assistant at Virginia Tech, when Navy point 

guard Doug Wojcik called Beckwith to ask who his replacement was, this Richmond freshman peppered 

him with trash talk. 

Beckwith chuckled as he recalled, “He said, ‘Who the hell is this kid giving me [grief]? He’s cocky, always 

telling me how terrible I am.’ ” 

No, not cocky. Spunky. 

But spunk and sweat and smarts can take one only so far in the NBA. 

Atkinson went undrafted and cut from tryouts with the Suns and Knicks in the summer of 1991. After 

stints in the USBL and CBA, he played in France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and Spain. 

“You should see his résumé,’’ Tarrant said. “Kenny speaks five languages: French, Spanish, Italian, 

German and English. So he understands not only the languages but customs of the global player. I think 

all that helped with the ownership in Brooklyn.’’ 

And it helped with then-Knicks coach Mike D’Antoni, who took a chance on the Rockets’ director of 

player development in 2008 and brought him onto the bench. 

“I liked the way he interacts with people, how he talks,” D’Antoni told The Post. “I got great reports from 

Houston. I liked his background, that he had a European-type [philosophy] that he comes from, that he 

played for a while, coached for a while. He saw basketball the way I saw it. 

“He’ll be a good coach. He’s very knowledgeable, a good teacher. … He has a wealth of knowledge, can 

teach and get along with people really well. He’ll do a fantastic job wherever he goes. It just so 

happened to be Brooklyn.’’ 

D’Antoni had called it a coup when Atlanta hired Atkinson, and then-Knicks general manager Donnie 

Walsh — now with the Pacers — had similar praise. 

“I figured people would start noticing him. He’s got the talent,” Walsh told The Post. “Some guys know 

the game, but just strategy, how to set up offense or defense. Kenny can teach the game. 

“He’s in shape. I’d get a kick out of it. He’d say, I want you to go hard,’ and then lead it himself. [Players] 

are thinking, ‘Damn, if he can do it, I have to do it!’ … He’s like a little motor, the little battery that 

wouldn’t shut down.’’ 



 

 

 

The little battery tirelessly worked drills with Jeremy Lin. The then-Knicks guard credited Atkinson with 

the red-hot run that sparked Linsanity. In Atlanta, Korver, Bazemore, Al Horford and Jeff Teague praised 

his development skills. 

“The thing I admired watching him work … was he had great passion, teaching ability, enthusiasm, and 

combined them well,’’ ESPN analyst and former Knicks coach Jeff Van Gundy told The Post. “He keeps 

getting better and better jobs. He’s well-prepared. Sean [Marks, Nets GM] identified him early, was 

aggressive and I think it’s going be a great fit.’’ 

Van Gundy praised Atkinson’s breadth of knowledge, from the Gregg Popovich tree (under ex-Spurs 

assistant Mike Budenholzer) to D’Antoni’s 7 Seconds Or Less (“that started so much of what we see 

now,” Van Gundy said) to Tarrant, a sharp enough basketball mind that Bob Knight and Dean Smith paid 

for his scouting services. 

Now Atkinson melds that hoops potpourri and brings it to Brooklyn. Among his best memories were the 

13th-seeded Spiders upsetting fifth-seeded Georgia Tech and fourth-seeded defending national 

champion Indiana, wins that got him to a Sweet 16 in East Rutherford. 

“Sweet 16, Kenny playing in the Meadowlands, beating Indiana and Georgia Tech to get there, made 

him so happy because it brought him back to the metropolitan area. Kenny was flying high playing in 

front of his people,’’ Tarrant said. “[Now] he’s in hog heaven.’’ 

 

  


