
N B A

MC KY

1 4 50 9 / 2 0 / 9 9

The Hawks didn’t waste time wa s h i ng the
fo o t p r i nts off their old unis befo re re m a k i ng
t he squad that was swept in the second
ro u nd by the Knicks last M a y. With a new
a rena (and new unis) on tap for the new
season, At l a nta traded away its ent i re
s t a r t i ng bac kcourt, and now sports a Gen-Y
roster with five playe rs 24 or yo u nge r. But
talk about a ge ne ration gap: 61-ye a r - o ld
L e n ny Wilke ns is still calling the plays. 

T he re ’s no doubt Wilke ns is old scho o l ,
a l wa ys ex p e c t i ng his guys to be ad u l ts
w hen the balls are ro l led out. That
a p p ro ach mostly wo r ked with ve t e ra n
t e a ms in Cleve l a nd and At l a nta; tho u g h
W i l ke ns could n’t bring ho me a title, his
s q u ads often won 50-plus during the
regular season. 

But early playoff exits had players and
fans grumbling about whether Lenny was
just a little too laid back. With all those
seats to fill in the new downtown Philips
A rena and Isaiah Rider wa i t i ng to greet him
at the team’s first practice in Octo b e r, the
NBA’s all-time winningest coach (1,151 W’s)
suddenly has a lot to prove.

“A guy like Lenny do e s n’t feel like he has to
p o u nd the blac k b o a rd because he feels like it wo n’t
do any go o d ,” says ESPN’s David Ald r i dge. “But it’s a
d i f f e re nt type of player to d a y. You can’t just roll the
ball out the re and say ‘Go!’ any mo re.”

Two seasons ago, after the Hawks we re eliminated
in the first ro u nd by Charlo t t e, many playe rs griped
about p ractices they tho u g ht we re too short and
u n p ro d uc t i ve. Only Dikembe Mu tombo and Alan
He nde rson remain from that squad. Rider not only
has to re p l ace Steve Smith’s 18.7 ppg at 2-guard ,
he also must prov i de some ve t e ran le ade rs h i p
b e h i nd Mu to m b o — not ex actly J.R.’s stro ng suit. But
i t ’s hard to see Wilke ns ge t t i ng into Ride r’s face after
a no t her stupid T or 4-for-17 bricklaying jo b.

It do e s n’t get any easier on the other side of the
b ac kcourt. Rookie Jason Terry was taken 10th ove ra l l
in the draft but was only the fourth point guard
p i c ked. Wilke ns is no ne too fo nd of starting ro o k i e s

in the first plac e, but all he ’s got is jo u r ney m a n
Bimbo Coles behind Te r r y. “He bristles when yo u
tell him he doesn’t like playing younger guys,” says
o ne lo ng t i me Wilke ns wa tc he r, “but this ye a r, he ’s
got no cho i c e.”

T h a t ’s not to say Wilke ns, who’s in the second ye a r
of a fo u r - ye a r, $20 million deal, can’t still coach with
t he best of the le ag u e ’s thirty- and fo r t ys o me t h i ngs.
But le a n i ng on ex p e r i e nce he re wo n’t get him ne a r
t hose 50 wins, never mind some t h i ng better than an
early playoff exit. Mu tombo is 33 and starting to
c reak, and the rest of the ve ts—Jim Jac ks o n ,
L a P ho nso Ellis and L o renzen Wr i g ht— do n’t scare
a nyo ne. If fa ns we re ind i f f e re nt to last ye a r’s Hawks,
t hey wo n’t be lining up for this edition, eithe r.

“Maybe with a yo u nger team, he’ll alter his style,”
says Aldridge of Wilkens, who turns 62 next month.
Sounds like he doesn’t have much choice.

-Mark W. Wr i g h t
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Chat Room
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Role Playing

Pacers rookie Jonathan Bender, sprawled

on his stomach, is asking questions, locked

in on the veteran’s face as if not to miss a

word. The veteran answers, remembering

when he was the wide-eyed NBA newcomer

asking the same questions. Which, for 

Al Harrington, was less than a year ago.

Harrington’s role reversal began on draft

night, when the Pacers dealt Antonio Davis

to the Raptors for the No. 5 pick, Bender.

After practically being adopted by Davis last

year—living in his home the entire

season—Harrington arrived at last month’s

Pete Newell’s Big Man Camp with a high

schooler looking up to him. Having spent

more time last season in one-on-one drills

than playing, he was the camp’s best at

sizing up a defender. “I think the game

rather than just react now,” he says.

Bender asked about training camp and

NBA road life, both of which, Harrington

warned, are different under Larry Bird 

from anywhere else. “You better be in

shape, but no matter what, it won’t be

enough,” Harrington says.

Harrington, 19, and Bender, 18, who both

have the speed of a 2 and the size of a 4, will

battle each other for minutes. But that won’t

affect Harrington: “I learned from Antonio

that on the floor we’re all business.”

After Newell’s camp ended, Harrington

was in Indy furniture shopping for the house

he’ll rent this season. Is there room for

Bender? “Naw,” he says, laughing softly.

“He’s on his own there.” -Ric Bucher
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Wilkens has f ive guys l ike Anthony Johnson—24 or younger.


