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Waiting for last year's team to arrive, Hawks had to adjust 

By Ray Glier 

ATLANTA -- Life expectancy in the Eastern Conference playoffs is only supposed to last so long for the 

Atlanta Hawks, but leave that aside for a moment. What’s interesting is how the Hawks, after a fitful 

four-month stretch, became a compelling team again and a closer replica of the 60-win 2014-2105 

squad. 

“I think we were just waiting for last year’s team to show up,” swing man Kyle Korver said. “We had to 

evolve. It took some time for us to realize we had to evolve. Last year a lot of stuff that we did was new 

to a lot of people in the Eastern Conference.” 

The East adjusted to the Hawks’ system this season and the Hawks were slow to adjust back. While 

many didn’t expect them to repeat the overwhelming success of the previous season, it was expected 

that this team at least be in the same neighborhood, and maybe win 55 games. They weren’t, for a 

while. 

The Hawks lost by 18 at Miami on Jan. 31, and Atlanta was a humdrum 27-22. Korver had lost his 

shooting touch following two offseason surgeries and major acquisition Tiago Splitter was injured. The 

Hawks themselves joined the condemnation saying they had to find a way to get better. 

The NBA had adjusted to the Hawks’ style of five and six-pass possessions and allowing Paul Millsap to 

get favorable one-on-ones. The Hawks learned and started to climb to a peak in March. 

Atlanta lost in overtime at Golden State, 109-105, on March 1, then won eight of nine. The Hawks were 

15-5 over a 20-game stretch heading into the regular season final against Washington. 

“This is a prideful team, its’s a good team, I said before the game they were playing as well as anyone in 

the East,” Boston coach Brad Stevens said the last week of the regular season. “They won 60 games (last 

year) and those are the same guys over there. You knew they would get it going at some point and this 

is a good time to get it going.” 

The slightly remodeled Hawks have got it going in two key ways. 

1. Center Al Horford is hanging around the three-point line more and the Hawks have gone from 

four-out to five-out and opponents have to play a smaller lineup. That has been a big help to a 

rebounding-challenged team. Horford took 36 3s in 2014-2015, but he had 251 3-point attempts 

through 81 games this season. He is shooting 34.3% from the arc, which is a tick better than the 

acceptable 33.3%. 

  

2. Point guard Jeff Teague has become more aggressive with the basketball, especially with the 

floor spread toward Horford. Teague was averaging 23.2 points a game in April compared to 

11.9 in January when the Hawks were just another team. 

What hasn’t changed is the Hawks' reliance on the tireless work of the do-everything Millsap, still one of 

the NBA’s most under-rated players. These per game numbers shine a light: 17.2 points, 9 rebounds, 3.3 

assists per game, 1.7 blocks, 1.7 steals. 



 

 

 

“He impacts winning in a big way every night,” said Boston coach Brad Stevens 

The Hawks are getting better play lately from swingman Kent Bazemore, who had been erratic as the 

replacement for free agent DeMarre Carroll. The defense is a tick better than last season. 

“The beginning of the season we started off struggling offensively, I think that was a blessing in 

disguise,” said Millsap, the Hawks best defensive player. “If you’re not scoring you have to be able to 

play defense. I think our defense kept us afloat.” 

Of course, it is impracticable to think the Hawks -- or anybody else -- will get past the Cavaliers in the 

East. Atlanta was hitting its stride at the end of the regular season when LeBron James and Kyrie Irving 

combined for 69 points in a 109-94 Cleveland victory over Atlanta on April 11. It was the Cavs’ seventh 

straight win over the Hawks. 

Cleveland put center Tristan Thompson in the starting lineup -- he owns the Hawks on the glass -- 

instead of messing around with Timofey Mozgov as the starter. The Cavs once again look like they would 

pack the Hawks in ice if they meet in the playoffs because of the rebounding edge and LBJ. 

Still, Atlanta has showed resiliency with its system. There were misgivings about the core group in 

Horford’s last season under contract, but the born-again Hawks are a worthy playoff team and have 

another crack at the East. 

 

 

  


