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What's Danny Ferry's next move? 

By Chris Palmer 
ESPN The Magazine 
 

When Danny 
Ferry was 
hired as the 
general 
manager of 
the Atlanta 
Hawks, he 
wasted little 
time in 
beginning to 
make over a 
team that was 
desperately 
looking to 
get over the 
hump of 
being a 
borderline 
contender. 
Ferry was 
shrewd and quick in his dealings. Actually, he blasted out of the starting blocks; in his first week on the 
job, he miraculously unloaded Atlanta's two most notorious deals and in the process sent out $105 
million in contracts while taking back only $23.5 million.  

Despite an extremely small trade market for Joe Johnson, Ferry struck a deal by shipping the shooting 
guard and the $89 million remaining on his contract to Brooklyn for five players, including sharpshooter 
Anthony Morrow. Hours later, he shipped underachieving former No. 2 pick Marvin Williams to Utah 
for Devin Harris, whose $8.5 million would come off the books at season's end. 

After his work was done, the Hawks returned just five regulars from last season and jumped into training 
camp with plans to run a more freewheeling, up-tempo style of offense, of which the players were 
thoroughly excited to be a part. 

On Watch ESPN 

 

Tune in as the Atlanta Hawks take on the Denver Nuggets tonight at 8 ET on Watch ESPN. 

ESPN.com: NBA [Print without images]

Jeff Teague, now in his fourth season, has developed into a top guard for the Hawks.
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Where has that gotten us? After 14 games, Atlanta is 9-5. At this point last season, they were 10-4. But 
despite being slightly off last season's pace, the Hawks have the feel of a surprise team thanks in part to 
their recent six-game win streak. 

Now pull back a bit to see the big picture. The Hawks seem to be caught in that holding pattern that 
exists between being a legit championship contender and a total rebuilding project. Atlanta has some 
interesting and talented, if not redundant players, who allow the Hawks to keep a competitive team on 
the floor yet give them enviable trade flexibility. 

With tons of available cap space, they could be on the brink of being a team that could change the 
landscape of the NBA and could vault themselves into the thick of the title chase. 

So how do the Hawks get to the next level? Here's a look at four things they must do to become title 
contenders.  

1. Continue to develop Jeff Teague. 

Teague has some serious star potential. In four seasons, he's blossomed from a little-used guard with 
questionable shot selection to a dangerous offensive weapon who's become an excellent facilitator and 
burgeoning defender. Teague in many ways is to the Hawks what Rajon Rondo is to the Celtics. He's the 
guy who complemented more established stars while learning how to play the NBA game as the 
coaching staff salivated over best-case scenarios. The coaches invested tons of time in developing his 
raw talent, and Teague has been a quick study. 

His proficiency in running the spread pick-and-roll -- a must for any lead guard -- makes him a valuable 
commodity alone. Teague is handling the ball more out top as opposed to last season -- when Johnson 
often squared up in triple-threat formation on the wing -- which has given him more opportunities to 
make plays. As a result, his assists have skyrocketed, jumping from 4.9 per game to 7.1 per game 
despite playing two fewer minutes per contest. Plus, Teague is assisting on a career-best 2.3 3-pointers 
per game (more than Jeremy Lin, Deron Williams and Kyrie Irving) and is one reason Atlanta is 
shooting the seventh-best 3-point percentage in the league. 

Teague is one of nine players shooting 45 percent from 3-point range and 47 percent from the field. That 
3-point number is a career best (by nearly 11 percent), as is his 86 percent from the line, which also has 
jumped 11 percent. The fourth-year guard is still learning to be a true facilitator and, at age 24, is 
developing into one of the league's better floor generals. He appears to be a solid franchise cornerstone. 

2. Land a big-name free agent next summer. 

NBA players love Atlanta. The problem is they like it 
better as an offseason destination as opposed to a viable 
place to chase a title. For years, Atlanta has been 
vexingly unable to lure big-name free agents despite all 
the lip service players pay the city when asked about it. 
One of the Hawks' biggest gets in the past 10 years was 
Johnson, and when he arrived via a sign-and-trade deal 
from Phoenix in the summer of 2005, he had yet to 
make an All-Star team or be named to an All-NBA 
squad. The Hawks have had to construct rosters largely 
through the draft. And they've done quite well with 
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quality picks such as Josh Smith, Al Horford and 
Teague. 

The Hawks have cleared gobs of room under the cap and 
will have about $38 million to spend on free agents next 
summer. But they likely won't contend without landing a 
marquee free agent. For the Hawks, that means either 
Chris Paul or Dwight Howard -- or both. Paul 
desperately wanted to play in Atlanta when he came out 
of college and was sorely disappointed when the Hawks 
drafted Williams with the No. 2 pick. Paul is taking a 
wait-and-see approach with the Clippers, although he 
thoroughly enjoys living in Los Angeles and being a 
part of the Clippers' turnaround. It would come as little 
surprise if Paul decides to remain with the Clippers. 

Howard's situation is a bit murkier, as the Lakers have 
failed to jell in the season's first month and have fallen 
way short of expectations. If the Lakers remain in such 
turmoil the rest of the season, it's conceivable the big man could bolt for his hometown to team up with 
Smith, one of his best friends in the league. 

For playing in such a big, vibrant city, the Hawks are a low-profile team. They're routinely near the 
bottom of the league in attendance, and their TV ratings have been miserable. They've got a measly six 
dates on national television (three of those are on NBA TV) while the star-studded Lakers play six in 
their first 20 games. Shedding their rep as the outpost next door would go a long way toward securing 
quality free agents. But for this to happen, the free agents will need to come first. 

3. Keep Josh Smith. 

Rumors have swirled for weeks about Lakers interest in swapping Pau Gasol for Smith. Basketball-wise, 
that deal makes little sense even as Smith becomes an unrestricted free agent this summer. Gasol's stock 
is falling fast, and tendinitis in both knees is limiting his effectiveness. And the Hawks would take a 
major step back defensively if they traded for Gasol. The Hawks are very aware of Smith's value to their 
championship dreams and have smartly not dealt him.  

Every team wants a player like Smith, and the Hawks are the team that 
actually has him. This season, his scoring is down a couple of points 
and his shooting percentages might be sagging, but he's still the only 
player in the league averaging at least 16.1 points, 7.6 rebounds, 3.7 
assists, 2.4 blocks and 1.4 steals per game. In fact, the last player to post 
those kind of numbers was David Robinson in the 1993-94 season. 

Smith's defensive prowess is an advantage Atlanta can't afford to lose. 
In the past five seasons, no forward has blocked more shots than Smith. 
Plus, as the league gets smaller and smaller, the importance of pure 
athleticism increases. Trading away (or not re-signing) one of the 
league's best athletes would simply be bad business. 

After making noise about escaping Atlanta, Smith changed his tune in 

Would Dwight Howard consider coming home to 

play for the Hawks? 
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the months after Ferry started to reconstruct the roster and is a good bet 
to re-sign with the Hawks for the long haul. 

4. (Potentially) Trade Al Horford. 

Well, let me clarify that. Horford is a terrific player. All-Star 
forward/centers with his skill set are hard to come by. This season, he 
looks to be fully recovered from a torn pectoral muscle that limited him 
to 11 games last season. He's already snagged player of the week honors 
(Nov. 19-25) with per-game averages of 16.0 points, 9.8 rebounds and 
4.5 assists as the Hawks went 4-0 during that stretch. 

Horford remains one of the most fundamentally solid, unselfish and 
skilled passing bigs in the game, and can easily move from center to 
power forward depending on what lineup coach Larry Drew puts on the 
floor. 

A front line of Smith, Horford and Howard would be the NBA's best, 
and would be a big three on par with the one in Miami. But let's say 
Howard isn't in the equation and the Hawks stumble out of the playoffs 
in the first round. That would pretty much cement the fact that as constructed, Atlanta likely will never 
be a legit title contender. In that case, moving Horford to shake things up and to bring in a dynamic 
defender, versatile scorer or a high draft pick might be the way for the Hawks to go. 

Right now this Hawks team has a chance to be fairly good, and its playoff run will be the final 
determination to see whether Ferry's hands-on approach is working. (Of course, all that cap space is still 
the ace up his sleeve.) If the Hawks fizzle, a dramatic change might be in order.  

Trading both Horford and Smith would be a fundamental reversal of Atlanta's current philosophy, and 
it's anybody's guess how something that apocalyptic would turn out. But it remains an unlikely scenario 
and for now a very unnecessary one. 

 
 

 

The Hawks would be wise to re-

sign the super-athletic Smith to a 
long-term deal. 
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