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Hawks embarrassing the NBA? That’s nothing new 

By Sean Deveney 

For all the wrong reasons, the Hawks have found themselves in the news recently. The latest has general 

manager Danny Ferry requesting and being granted an indefinite leave of absence in the wake of racially 

insensitive remarks he made about free agent forward Luol Deng, who was born in South Sudan. Earlier 

this summer, Ferry told a group of Hawks front-office members that Deng, “has a little African in him,” 

suggesting he was untrustworthy. 

That followed news that owner Bruce Levenson would be selling his stake in the team after a league 

investigation — which originated with Ferry’s comments — found that Levenson had sent a 2012 email 

in which he described the team’s black fans in stereotyped, racially insensitive language. 

Adding to the dysfunction is the fact that another chief member of the Hawks ownership group, Michael 

Gearon, wanted Ferry ousted but was rebuffed by Levenson and CEO Steve Koonin. 

And so the Hawks are left looking like a mess, an embarrassment to the league. But make no mistake — 

this is nothing new for this franchise, which has been a drag on the rest of the NBA for years now. 

It was only three years ago that the Hawks appeared ready to take their place in NBA history as the first 

team to be sold to an owner of Latin descent, when pizza chain owner Alex Meruelo was poised to 

purchase the team from the group known as Atlanta Spirit, the group headed by Levenson and Gearon. 

Meruelo donned a red Hawks cap and held a teary press conference in August 2011 to announce his 

purchase. Less than three months later, concerns about whether Meruelo had the finances to run an 

NBA team ultimately scuttled the deal, with Levenson and Gearon conceding that they’d have to own 

the club for another year. It was an embarrassing chapter for the team and league. 

That came shortly after the Spirit group unloaded its NHL team, the Thrashers, who wound up in 

Winnipeg. 

Rewind just a little further and you’ll remember that the only reason the Spirit group wound up in 

control of the Hawks in the first place was because the team’s owner, Turner Broadcasting, reneged on a 

deal to sell the team to Dallas businessman David McDavid in 2003. 

In that instance, Turner and McDavid were on the verge of a deal, and McDavid assumed he was going 

to be taking over both the Hawks and Thrashers, as well as Philips Arena. But Turner was secretly 

negotiating with Spirit, too, and essentially left McDavid at the altar. 

McDavid sued Turner and won a $281 million judgment — more than three times the $96 million he was 

slated to pay Turner to buy the two teams in the first place. Again, an embarrassment. 



The Hawks’ current mess, then, is hardly new. Had the team simply been sold to McDavid in 2003, it 

would have been guided by a single entity — and a wealthy, driven one at that. Had the Spirit group not 

bungled the 2011 sale, had it done enough legwork to find a buyer who would be acceptable to the rest 

of the league, the entire franchise’s fortunes could have changed. 

Instead, the Hawks are still in the hands of the Spirit group, and even when Levenson does give up his 

stake in the team, that probably won’t change — the group’s minority owners will be given right of first 

refusal on his shares. 

And if there were to be some hope of a buyer swooping in and taking over the Hawks, perhaps even 

moving the team out of the downtown Atlanta location that has drawn so few fans over the years, that 

hope would be dashed by the fact that the franchise reportedly would have to pay a $75 million fee to 

leave Philips Arena before the 2018-19 season. The NBA would tack on its own relocation fee on top of 

that, bringing the whole cost of moving to more than $100 million. 

The recent history of Hawks ownership is pocked with mistakes, foibles and bungles. The latest issues to 

crop up around the racist sentiments of Ferry and Levenson are certainly more newsworthy, but they 

are just part of a frustrating decade-plus of executive failures in Atlanta.   

 


