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Fractured ownership troubles Atlanta Hawks 

By Mike Tierney 

ATLANTA — Two weekends ago, with sports fans focused on the opening of the N.F.L. season, 

the N.B.A. and the Atlanta Hawks issued coordinated announcements about an embarrassing 

development: The team’s controlling owner would sell his share after the league became aware of a 

racially insensitive message he sent to his partners. 

Since then, the aftershocks have rattled a city where the subject of race often simmers beneath the 

surface. The inadvertent instigator, Bruce Levenson, who expressed concern that Hawks games were 

unwelcoming to white fans, was joined in the line of fire by General Manager Danny Ferry after it was 

learned that Ferry had denigrated Luol Deng, then a free agent, in a call with team owners. 

While Levenson and Ferry have generated the headlines, two other people are at the core of the turmoil 

surrounding the franchise, whose ownership has been in disarray for about a decade. 

One is Michael Gearon Jr., a part owner who recorded the call with Ferry. Gearon, who grew up 

attending Hawks games with his father, a real estate developer, joined a Hawks booster club as a hobby 

and rose through several positions to become the franchise’s chairman of the board. A local 

businessman and entrepreneur known for his intensity, Gearon has had to deal over the years with 

members of a widely dispersed ownership group. 

The other person is the Hall of Famer Dominique Wilkins, a prodigious scorer who ignited Gearon’s 

passion for the Hawks years ago. This week, Wilkins expressed interest in being part of a new ownership 

group. 

Wilkins is the Hawks’ vice president for basketball, which has been a mostly honorary title, and an 

analyst on televised games. Despite his long ties to the team, the franchise balked when a group 

composed of mainly old-guard Atlantans proposed erecting a statue in Wilkins’s honor outside Philips 

Arena, the team’s home. 

The statue campaign was driven by the entrepreneur Tommy W. Dortch Jr., chairman emeritus of the 

Atlanta-based volunteer collective 100 Black Men of America. After Mayor Kasim Reed became involved, 

it was announced on Tuesday that a statue of Wilkins would be unveiled in March. 

“Most teams I know celebrate their heroes,” Dortch said. 

The treatment of Wilkins and the front-office turmoil are the latest manifestations of the difficulties 

created by the team’s unwieldy structure. In 2004, the eccentric but popular media mogul Ted Turner 

handed over the Hawks to a group of nine investors from three metropolitan areas. 

“This was a shotgun wedding if there ever was one,” said Bob Hope, a co-founder of an Atlanta public 

relations firm and a member of a Hawks advisory board, who sat in on early meetings with the owners. 



It did not take long for bickering to begin among the owners. A year after they took over, the managing 

partner, Steve Belkin of Boston, blocked a trade for Joe Johnson that had been negotiated by General 

Manager Billy Knight and was favored by Belkin’s colleagues. 

The dispute wound up in court. After a judge initially denied the other owners permission to remove 

Belkin as the team’s governor, N.B.A. Commissioner David Stern ruled that he could be ousted. 

A photograph taken in court captured the fractured administration: Belkin extending his hand, and 

Knight refusing to shake it. “He’s not someone I can trust,” Knight said. 

The ownership rift played out in courtrooms for five more years before Belkin sold his piece of the team. 

The holdover owners found a buyer, the businessman Alex Meruelo, but the deal collapsed over league 

concerns about his financial wherewithal. The Hawks’ fate could now depend on the future of Ferry and 

the team’s frequently dysfunctional ownership. 

Dortch said that both Ferry and Levenson, who lives in the Washington area, lacked an appreciation of 

Hawks history, and Dortch signaled his displeasure with the direction of the team by canceling long-held 

season tickets and avoiding every game last season. He said he preferred that Gearon and other Atlanta 

investors remain on board. 

Steve Koonin, the team’s new chief executive, said he had heard from several wealthy individuals about 

buying the team, and Reed said on Tuesday that he had spoken to a half-dozen interested parties. 

Gearon wants to stay involved with the team, especially with his adversarial relationship with Levenson 

no longer a factor, although he and Ferry are still at odds. 

Levenson will not be missed by Hawks fans, who blamed him, as the face of the franchise, for allowing 

the team to wallow in mediocrity. 

Ferry, who had been hailed as a potential franchise savior when he was hired in 2012, is on an indefinite 

leave of absence that could become permanent if the franchise cannot repair its relationship with the 

community. Some civic leaders were peeved that Koonin called off a meeting where grievances could be 

aired, although Ferry met Monday with African-American clergy and civic leaders. 

Over the weekend, Koonin apologized in an email to season-ticket holders and in a full-page newspaper 

ad. 

Still, Koonin and the rest of the team’s management must weigh the possibility that Ferry’s evaluation of 

Deng could dissuade free agents from considering the Hawks if Ferry keeps his job. 

“I don’t see how Danny can stay in this city,” Dortch said. “Folks will not forgive the Hawks unless there 

is an effort to clean out the cancer in the organization.” 

 


