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ATLANTA -- There is no business like show business and the Atlanta Hawks made a 

splashy show of their home opener Saturday night. The wildly popular rapper T.I. 

performed pre-game in the No. 21 jersey of Hawks Hall of Famer Dominque Wilkins. 

T.I.'s pulsating beat and the $1 million 3-D graphics system flashing through four 

projectors from ceiling to floor excited the sold out crowd of 19,118, which included 

former president Jimmy Carter and his wife, Rosalynn Carter. 

Jon Reid, a season ticket holder and the chief financial officer for his Atlanta-based IT 

firm, smiled and said, "That was for us. The brown people." 

Reid had a smirk on his face. This show business was all for the sake of saving the 

Hawks' business. He knew what was going on. Reid was being wooed, along with 70% of 

the fans, the ones who happened to be of color. 



The relationship between the Hawks and their fans was strained somewhat when an e-

mail from majority owner Bruce Levenson was made public declaring that white Hawks 

fans were being scared away by too many black faces in Philips Arena. Things got worse 

when Atlanta general manager Danny Ferry was caught saying free agent Luol Deng " 

had a little African in him" among other derogatory comments. 

Reid shook his head from side-to-side not completely mollified by the show biz of T.I. 

"Ferry is suspended, but he is still getting paid," he said at halftime of the Hawks 102-92 

victory against Indiana. 

Levenson is selling the team and Ferry is on "leave of absence." Steve Koonin, the CEO 

and part of the ownership team, was not available for comment, but a Hawks spokesman 

said there was no news on the sale of the team or Ferry's reinstatement, or firing. Many 

suspect that Ferry's fate will be determined by the new ownership. 

Meanwhile, Saturday night was a very loud "We are very sorry". The Hawks' gestures, 

which included a $1.3 million sound system and new scoreboard worth more than a $1 

million, seemed sincere. The team must be sincere, or else. 

Fortune 500 companies in Atlanta have not gotten behind the Hawks. The suburban 

white fans are no longer behind the Hawks. It is the black fans, along with young white 

fans, who are behind the Hawks buying tickets and merchandise. The organization does 

not want to lose them. Who would be left? 

Judging the joyous turnout, it appears many black fans have forgiven the Hawks. It 

remains to be seen if they come back when T.I. is not in the house. 

"We have moved on," said Kevin Scott, 24. "They are selling the team and they have 

apologized. I come to see the players anyway, not the owners." 

Claudie Johnson, who was standing with Reid on the concourse at halftime, said the 

Hawks have to be more convincing. Putting a demonstrative "brown voice" in the 

organization's board room is a must so that when a general manager makes offensive 

comments there is someone there to correct it. The Hawks have said they are in the 

process of hiring a Chief Diversity Officer. 

Reid said there is also the matter of where Levenson got his frame of reference for his 

comments. 



"What I'm wondering about is Levenson's people, the ones up in the suites, who were the 

ones telling him these things about too many brown faces," Reid said. "They gave him 

the feedback. It wasn't the folks here on this concourse who said those things to him." 

It was hard to find white fans to ask that question about too many brown faces. Suite 

doors on the executive level were closed and there were not many "older" white fans 

walking around the open level of the suites. But the Hawks "6th Man" section was nearly 

all white, with men and women, who appeared to be 21-30 years old. Along one section 

of seats on the front row closest to the floor, 19 of the 24 fans were white, including 

President and Mrs. Carter. 

"I've been coming here 10 years, I've seen maybe 100 games," said Jack Priblow, who is 

white, "and I haven't had one issue here with anybody. This is a great atmosphere to 

watch a game." 

The Hawks are a good team, but not a title contender because they do not have what the 

NBA covets most, a superstar, a singular talent, like LeBron James, Kevin Durant, 

Anthony Davis, or Carmelo Anthony, etc. It was the Knicks' Anthony who told ESPN that 

the Hawks would have a hard time getting a free agent star because of the Levenson-

Ferry scandal. 

"I don't buy that," said Wilkins, a front office executive and part of the team's broadcasts. 

"Do they want to come in with the negativity, of course not. But this is a great town to live 

in. This franchise has been to the playoffs seven straight years. This is a healing process. 

If it's genuine, guys will come." 

T.I. was a fitting opening act for the Hawks. He has been to jail (weapons possession, 

possession of a controlled substance) and now he does significant charity work in the 

Atlanta area and is on a redemptive path. The Hawks are walking along the same path to 

redemption. 

"It's important the organization came out and reached out to the community," said Al 

Horford, the Hawks center. "At the end of the day we all love basketball, and the fans, 

like us, are moving on." 

 


