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Hawks’ Ferry no racist, but he’s in middle of a racial firestorm 

By David Aldridge 

"I'm going to tell you something, and I don't want you ever to forget it. Are you ready? Are you listening 

to me? Black men scare white men more than black men scare black men."  

-- Muhammad Ali, Sound And Fury 

Let's get the niceties out of the way. 

Danny Ferry, often, can be a jerk. 

But he is not a racist. 

It's an important distinction. 

That is not to say that the new owner of the Hawks, whoever it turns out to be, should necessarily keep 

Ferry as general manager. New owners want their own people in place, and it's beyond unlikely that the 

new boss in the 404/770 is going to want to deal with the baggage of retaining Ferry in the wake of the 

horrible, racially insulting remarks he made about Luol Deng during a staff meeting last month. And, for 

a number of reasons, the least of which is the city in which he currently works, with its large and vibrant 

African-American population -- a population with which co-owner Bruce Levenson is seemingly 

unfamiliar -- it's hard to see how Ferry can be effective in his role as the public face of the franchise. 

But we're talking not just about a job. We're also talking about a person. And it would be wrong to make 

racism Danny Ferry's epitaph. 

We live in a world now dominated by Twitter and social media, and where they are useful. That is fine. 

But all of us have said and done things at one time or another in our lives that, without context, could be 

fatal to not just our employment, but our reputation. Think of every e-mail and text you've sent, or 

every phone call you've made, in the last five years. Anything in those messages that, if posted on 

Twitter, would make you look like ... a racist? A sexist? A tax cheat? A homophobe? 

Do any of us want to be judged on the dumbest, least informed thing we've said about someone else? 

I've known Danny Ferry since we were teenagers -- me a senior, he a freshman -- at DeMatha High 

School in suburban D.C. in the early 1980s. We have always had a friendly relationship, through his days 

as a player and as a rising executive after he retired, though I would not call us friends. (He expressed 

mock outrage a few years ago when I opined to someone that he was one of the "top seven or eight" 

players -- but not higher -- who ever played at DeMatha. He then would refer to me as "one of the top 

dozen or so reporters" who came out of that school.) 

Though we're not friends, I don't think that you have to be to know something of a person's character 

after all those years. And I do not think Danny Ferry is racist. Is he occasionally abrasive? Most certainly. 



But that is a different character trait. (There are a few GMs around the league that I know who really 

don't like Ferry. They're all white. For what it's worth.) 

But Danny Ferry's words could cost him his job, and if they do, I have no problem with that. He will get 

another one. He is no more entitled to a prime NBA management position than anyone else. 

It doesn't matter whether Ferry was reading from a dossier, as he claims, when discussing Deng, or if he 

was riffing. The words were odious, and he has to own what he said. (Why on earth did Ferry need a 

background report on Deng, anyway? We're not talking about a kid coming out of school; Deng is a 29-

year-old man who's been in the NBA for a decade, and who played at Duke, as Ferry did. I get he may 

have needed to write a few things down before talking with his bosses about a potential multi-million 

dollar investment, but why the need for such an exhaustive report? Surely Ferry already knew what he 

needed to know about Deng in order to make a recommendation to his bosses.) 

But racist? No. This is, no matter how loudly some say it, not worse than Donald Sterling. 

Sterling owned an NBA team, and, over the years, his patterns of behavior with black and Hispanic 

people in the apartments he owned were such that he had to -- again -- settle the largest housing 

discrimination lawsuit in the history of the United States' Justice Department. His patterns of behavior 

toward women that were not his wife led to court trials and settlements. This is not that. 

Danny Ferry grew up in the modern game (his father, Bob, was the GM of the Bullets when I first started 

covering the league in the '80s) and played with African-American teammates as a kid, and in high 

school, and at Duke, and in the NBA. (Among Danny Ferry's closest friends is Nets GM Billy King, his 

Duke teammate.) He has played for the legendary Morgan Wooten at DeMatha, and Mike Krzyzewski at 

Duke, and Gregg Popovich in San Antonio. I don't think any of those men would harbor a player with 

racist beliefs. 

I don't think someone who came out of the Spurs' culture, as Ferry did, could be racist. Popovich and 

R.C. Buford would not tolerate such people or views in their organization, nor would they bring 

someone like that back into their organization, as they did with Ferry after he was fired in Cleveland in 

2010. 

That is not the same as not being prejudiced. Could Danny Ferry be prejudiced? Sure. I think most of us, 

including me, are prejudiced, in one way or another, about one thing or another. 

Do I think Danny Ferry talks one way when he's in a room full of white guys and another way in the 

Hawks' locker room? Yes. But if you think invectives, up to and including the n-word, haven't been 

dropped in such circumstances by other white executives and coaches around the league, you're naïve 

in the extreme. 

Black people know this. It is why many of us get so frustrated when it comes to discussions about race, 

for so few people will be honest about what they really think. No one should be afraid of an honest 

discussion about race. 



I don't know Levenson, the author of the e-mail that was the catalyst for all this. But it is harder to 

believe him to be an innocent, benign character. An innocent wouldn't say he's told his executives (as he 

did in his infamous email) that "I want some white cheerleaders and while i don't care what the color of 

the artist is, i want the music to be music familiar to a 40 year old white guy if that's our season tixs 

demo. i have also balked when every fan picked out of crowd to shoot shots in some time out contest is 

black. I have even bitched that the kiss cam is too black." 

That's not prejudice. That is racism: insisting on action based on race. As he is the owner, his employees, 

wanting to stay employed, no doubt acted upon his wishes. That is racism, whether he expressed it or 

not, whether he meant it or not. 

But Levenson's e-mail also asks some fair questions. 

Why, indeed, are so many white people uncomfortable being around lots of black people? 

The quote atop this piece came when Ali was about to fight George Foreman in 1974, and most writers -

- almost all white -- wrote that Ali had no chance, that Foreman was a monster to be feared and 

avoided. Ali's point was that he might lose, but he wouldn't be intimidated or scared fighting Foreman. 

Four decades later, the heart of Levenson's memo had to do with his perception -- not anything brought 

about by an actual study of the team's fan base, but his gut -- that white people of means were 

intimidated coming to downtown Atlanta, in a building right next to CNN's World Headquarters, to 

watch a basketball game. 

"My theory is that the black crowd scared away the whites and there are simply not enough affluent 

black fans to build a signficant [sic] season ticket base," he wrote. "Please dont get me wrong. There was 

nothing threatening going on in the arean [sic] back then. i never felt uncomfortable, but i think 

southern whites simply were not comfortable being in an arena or at a bar where they were in the 

minority. On fan sites i would read comments about how dangerous it is around philips yet in our 9 

years, i don't know of a mugging or even a pick pocket incident. This was just racist garbage. When I 

hear some people saying the arena is in the wrong place I think it is code for there are too many blacks 

at the games." 

One: What the hell is the owner of an NBA team doing trolling message boards? Two: Even if he is, why 

does he care what's on them? 

Three: Left unexplored, at least so far, is the motivation of co-owner Michael Gearon, Jr, who was on the 

conference call and taped it -- to take notes, he said. On Monday, Gearon released a copy of his letter to 

Levenson last June demanding Ferry be fired. Gearon is being painted as a hero in some circles for 

releasing his letter to Levenson. 

But if Gearon was so offended by what Ferry said, if he believed it could potentially sink the franchise 

(Gearon says he consulted with a retired African-American judge and an employment attorney who said 

the team could be liable if Ferry's remarks got out), why didn't he immediately make his demand to have 

Ferry fired public, or immediately disclose what Ferry said? That meeting was in June. Why did Gearon 



wait until after Levenson's announcement that he'd be selling his interest in the team, and until after 

Levenson's e-mail came to light? For that matter, why didn't he make Levenson's original 2012 e-mail 

public? 

One does not need to be an attorney to know that the Hawks' ownership group has been fraught with 

dissension over the years, well before Levenson's Washington, D.C.-based group and Gearon's Atlanta-

based group formed Atlanta Spirit, the former umbrella organization that ran the Hawks and the NHL's 

Atlanta Thrashers before the Thrashers moved to Winnipeg in 2011. 

The lawsuit by former co-owner Steve Belkin in 2006 against his partners temporarily made Levenson 

and Gearon bedfellows, but after they bought out Belkin and his 30 percent of the team (leaving 

Levenson, according to a source, with something approaching 60 percent of the franchise), the era of 

good feeling ended. 

But Levenson won't be around much longer, leaving the issue of how the Hawks repair the damage 

they've done to the Atlanta community -- specifically, the black community. 

Any black person who works in corporate America is, almost always, surrounded by white people most 

of their working days. They are, frequently, the only people of color in their office or workplace. When I 

cover the NBA, there are a lot of black reporters in the press box. When I cover the NFL or Major League 

Baseball, those numbers drop significantly. But you don't get freaked out about it. You do your job. If I 

got a ticket to see, say, U2 or Elton John in concert, I am certain there wouldn't be that many black 

people in the stands. I wouldn't be afraid to go. 

Why is it different for a white person going to a game -- a game!! -- with a larger than normal black 

audience? 

Implicit in Levenson's e-mail is the idea that white people have to have familiar symbols -- music, 

cheerleaders, fellow white people on the KissCam -- in order to attend games. Nowhere in his e-mail is 

the idea that, maybe, white fans could be inclusive in their worldview and be entertained even though 

they're in the minority for a couple of hours. 

You need to really let that marinate. White people, Levenson seems to believe, have nothing to learn 

from or take from being around black people. At least, white people with money. If you think about it, 

he's being even more insulting to them, as if the only reason they aren't supporting the Hawks is all 

those black faces in the stands. Not that the Hawks may put a mediocre or boring product on the floor, 

or may be lacking in game presentation, or a million other reasons. 

Levenson also said "many of our black fans don't have the spendable income which explains why our 

f&b and merchandise sales are so low. At all white thrasher games sales were nearly triple what they are 

at hawks games (the extra intermission explains some of that but not all)." 

But why, if that's true (we don't know if it is, by the way), doesn't Levenson wonder why there aren't 

more affluent blacks at his games? 



The National Urban League's "The State of Black America 2014" report ranked 77 urban areas across the 

United States in a variety of categories, and the greater Atlanta area continues to be one of the best 

nationally when it comes to African-American employment and income. The Atlanta-Sandy Springs-

Marietta area ranked ninth nationally in highest Black Median Income ($41,463 per year), and was 15th 

in Metro Area Black-White Income Equality, a measure of how close blacks and whites are in a city when 

it comes to median income (Whites in the Atlanta-Sandy Spring-Marietta area have a Median Income of 

$67,196 per year). Atlanta was 30th in the country in Black-White Unemployment Equality, which 

measures and weighs the unemployment rates of each race, and was 15th nationally in Hispanic-White 

Unemployment Equality. (The Augusta, Ga., market, about two hours east of Atlanta, is first nationally in 

Black-White Unemployment Equality.) 

That means that Atlanta's black and Latino populace is among the most employed, and among the best 

paid, of any African-American populace in the country. If the issue is income, why wasn't Levenson 

worried about gettingthose people into Philips Arena as well as more affluent whites? 

Perhaps the next owner will seek out the support of the entire Atlanta community. The shame of the 

dysfunction in Atlanta's front office is that the Hawks were improving on the floor, taking Indiana to 

seven games in the first round even without All-Star Al Horford, on the shelf for the season with a torn 

pectoral muscle. But while Ferry had built a solid team with solid, low-priced free agents, Atlanta had 

failed miserably in its pursuit of superstars like LeBron James, Chris Paul or Dwight Howard. The Hawks 

were always on the outside looking in. 

They'll need the Hubble Telescope to see how far away they are now. 

 


