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Well, they're no longer content with one-and-done. 

That's the message today after the Atlanta Hawks hired Danny Ferry from the San Antonio Spurs to 

become their new general manager, instantly restoring some credibility to a franchise that could surely 

use it. After their last general manager search turned into a bit of a farce, with candidates seemingly 

pulling their names within seconds of being considered, this time Atlanta's ownership identified a single 

candidate, went after him and got the deal done. 

And while Ferry made some mistakes with the Cleveland Cavaliers, I think in the big picture this was a 

good call. He had LeBron James, sure, but building a 66-win team isn't cake even with a superstar, and 

the Spurs thought enough of Ferry to have him serve two tours of duty there. Cleveland was also one of 

the league's foremost analytics franchises while he was there. (Coincidentally, former Hawks assistant 

GM Chris Grant now runs the Cavs.) 

It should be noted that outgoing Hawks general manager Rick Sund and his staff (whose fates remain 

unclear) did a respectable job, particularly this past summer when he was able to patch together a 

quality bench using only dental floss and a rusty tuna can.  

Nonetheless, my main point of contention with Atlanta's ownership over the past few seasons was how 

content they seemed to be a middle-of-the-pack playoff team that would keep its payroll just below the 

luxury tax, win 46 games, then get hammered in the second round.  

The Joe Johnson's mammoth contract epitomized the team's mindset -- anything to stay respectable and 

avoid returning to the 13-win days. The Hawks might fritter around the edges with a Kirk Hinrich here 

and a Mike Bibby there, but basically, they were going to ride the core of Joe Johnson, Al Horford, Josh 

Smith, Zaza Pachulia and Marvin Williams for as many one-and-done playoff runs as they could deliver. 

Each has been with the Hawks for at least half a decade, and all but Smith have given the sense they are 

never leaving.  

This, of course, wasn't just a basketball decision. Atlanta's owners had been furiously trying to sell the 

team and thought they had a buyer a year ago, until the deal fell through.  



The idea was always that the Hawks could leave the hard decisions for the next owners: Hiring the next 

general manager, making all the difficult payroll decisions, and being the ones blasted in the papers for 

blowing up the team if it came to that. (It probably would have appeared on page E-24, given Atlanta's 

local support, but still.) 

With no buyer in sight, Atlanta's current owners decided to take the plunge themselves. I'm not sure I'd 

describe them as "all in" so much as "no longer racing for the exit," but I'll note that with Steve Belkin 

out of the picture and no hockey team to distract them, they've been able to operate a lot more 

cohesively and have been a regular presence -- in particular, Michael Gearon Jr. and Ed Peskowitz -- at 

most home games. Now they just need to get some other people to show up. 

So that takes us to Ferry, and what I believe to be the most jaw-dropping part of this puzzle: He got a six-

year deal. Partly, no doubt, this was because there was competition for his services. While Ferry's 

negotiations with the Sixers always seemed to be, well, a negotiation -- like he was really going to leave 

San Antonio just to be Doug Collins' errand boy -- I'm sure the Hawks were cognizant of the circus their 

2008 search turned into before landing Sund. 

But the other part, one has to wonder, is because he went into this thinking he'd have to blow up the 

roster -- either immediately or within two years -- and he wants to be able to come out on the other 

side. Already, rumors are circulating of the Hawks offering the likes of Smith and Johnson, and while this 

may just be the cold calculus of assessing their market value, it's fair to wonder if Ferry has bigger plans. 

In other words, it's about to get interesting in Atlanta. (And not just because I've twice had fans come up 

to me at Hawks games and say, "Mr. Ferry, can I have your autograph?" even before he came here.) 

The first domino is Josh Smith, who is on the last year of his contract and is determined to leave as an 

unrestricted free agent when it expires. While it's possible Ferry could placate him with an extension, a 

more likely scenario is that Smith will be traded. While his penchant for 20-foot bricks frustrates, from 

my admittedly brief inquires there is definitely a strong market for his services.  

Nonetheless, the central figure in any plan remains Johnson. He makes $90 million over the next four 

years and takes up a third of the salary cap. There's virtually no way to rebuild while he's still on the 

books, but an amnesty this early in such a huge contract is unthinkable given the team's financial 

constraints. There's no easy way out of this, basically; yet another reason for Ferry to push for a six-year 

deal. 

It's also fair to wonder what happens with coach Larry Drew. He oversaw a major improvement at the 

defensive end last season, helping Atlanta finish with the Eastern Conference's fourth-best record 

despite missing Al Horford virtually the entire season. But he's also on an expiring deal, and inherited 

coaches rarely survive long under a new GM.  



In the meantime, Ferry has more mundane issues to handle as well. Only seven players from last 

season's roster are under contract, there's a first-round pick to be made, and he has only about $5 

million in wiggle room under the luxury tax.  

In the short term, then, his main task is likely triage. But in the next year or two, a franchise that has 

made as few important changes as any in basketball over the past half decade is likely to undergo 

several. For the most part, I'd say this is a good thing. 

 


