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Danny Ferry speaks about taking responsibility for the Deng situation 

By Jeff Zillgitt 

Danny Ferry occupied his time while on indefinite leave of absence as general manager of the Atlanta 

Hawks. Went to his daughter's travel swim meets. Attended basketball games at his kids' high school. 

Supported friend and former Duke Blue Devilsteammate and Harvard coach Tommy Amaker at an NCAA 

Tournament game in Jacksonville. Went to Houston to watch Duke play in the regional finals. 

He visited with family and friends and watched a lot of basketball, including the Atlanta Hawks. 

Ferry kept a low profile the minute he took the leave as general manager of the Hawks after he uttered 

insensitive comments about then-free agent Luol Deng during a conference call with team executives a 

year ago. 

"I made a mistake. I take full responsibility for that," Ferry told USA TODAY Sports, some of his first 

public comments to reporters since he reached a buyout agreement with the franchise that was 

finalized on Friday and announced by the Hawks on Monday. 

"But I've learned a lot. I'll be better at what I do going forward – whatever that is – because of this 

experience and the things I've learned through it all." 

During that conference call, Ferry said Deng "is a good guy overall. But he's not perfect. He's got some 

African in him. And I don't say that in a bad way other than ... he has a storefront out front that's 

beautiful and great but he may be selling some counterfeit stuff behind you." 

First the text was leaked and then the audio recording was released – the Hawks on Monday called it an 

unauthorized release – and ever since Ferry understood his name and reputation were in question. 

Ferry, who helped build the Hawks into a team that won 60 games this season with Coach of the 

Year Mike Budenholzer, who Ferry hired, received some relief on Friday when an independent 

investigation into the Hawks and Ferry determined Ferry's comments about Deng were not motivated 

by "racial, ethnic, or country of origination bias or animus." He might have even won executive of the 

year had this incident not happened and had he not taken an indefinite leave of absence, it was that big 

of a turnaround by the team. 

Bernard Taylor of the firm Alston and Bird LLP wrote in a letter to Ferry that "the facts indicated that you 

repeated comments that were not your own about Mr. Deng from a scouting report during the call, and 

there was no evidence to indicate that during the call you acted in a manner motivated by negative bias 

toward Mr. Deng, his race or his country or origin. In fact, you strongly recommended Luol Deng and 

attempted to sign him for the team." 

Taylor and his team scoured more than 24,000 documents, including Ferry's e-mails and scouting 

reports, and interviewed 19 people. Taylor's investigation was completed in September but was not 

permitted to release the findings until the Hawks said so. 

"Obviously, I was frustrated that it took so long for them to release the Bernard Taylor information but 

certainly happy it's out now," Ferry said. 



 

 

 

Ferry's comments about Deng were made public shortly after Hawks co-owner Bruce Levenson released 

a racially insensitive email he sent regarding the team's fanbase. Levenson pledged to sell the team, and 

a group led by billionaire Tony Ressler agreed in April to buy the Hawks for $850 million. 

While Ferry made a grievous error when he read the Deng scouting report culled from an outside 

source, he was also in the middle of ownership battle between co-owners Levenson and Michael Gearon 

Jr. Levenson hired Ferry and gave Ferry plenty of autonomy and that, along with Ferry's decision to align 

himself with Levenson, irritated Gearon who also wanted a prominent voice in team matters. 

Hawks' minority owner Todd Foreman told Ferry in a letter delivered Friday: "At the heart of this dispute 

was an unfortunate disagreement amongst owners." 

Even NBA Commissioner Adam Silver said in an interview with Boomer Esiason: "Danny, frankly, was 

collateral damage a little bit because there was a dispute among the partners. Danny, in a totally 

unrelated incident, read a scouting report on a partnership call – somebody else's words – but he read 

it. He knew it was inappropriate to have read that." 

Here's more in a Q&A with Ferry: 

Why do you feel relief and not vindication? 

First of all, I'm not going to decide that. Having this resolved for everyone is healthy. I needed to resolve 

this and my contractual obligations with old ownership, and I needed to move forward and look at 

things in a fresh way. It allows Tony Ressler who just invested a lot of money in this to make the 

decisions he wants to make going forward. 

What was most difficult for you during this process? 

The most difficult parts were early on. The conversation with Luol was difficult but he made it easy – his 

forgiveness and his dignity were unbelievably generous. 

Calling someone like (NBA vice president for development in Africa) Amadou Gallo Fall, who works for 

the NBA and has used the NBA as a platform to help so many in Africa, that was a hard call. 

Sitting down with my kids when all this was going to break and the fear and uncertainty of what was 

possibly coming for all of us, especially them, and then lastly, just the frustration. I wanted the 

information out there from the Bernard Taylor letter and the length it took to get to that. 

Why did it take so long for the Taylor letter to become public? 

The two driving things this year for the Hawks were 1) the sale and the process. Getting the team up for 

sale took a lot longer than I was expecting. I was hopeful the team would be up for sale and sold in 

January. The team wasn't even up for sale in January. 

Secondly, and most importantly to me, I wanted the focus to be on the work we had done and on the 

guys on the court and ultimately the success that the group had. I would have been a distraction to all of 

that, and I didn't want to take away from that. We had four All-Stars, won 60 games. The city of Atlanta 

got behind this team like it hasn't maybe ever, and that was important to me. A lot of people moved 

here over the last three years because of me – players, coaches, staff – and that success had to be the 

most important thing. 



 

 

 

Were you able to enjoy what Mike Budenholzer and the Hawks did this year? 

It was hard being away from the group and hard being in the background but the winning and how the 

team played certainly made it a lot better. I was certainly proud to be part of the group that helped put 

this group together, and I enjoyed how the team played and the energy and focus and the identity we 

had built over three years really showed this year, which was exciting. 

What will you take away from this? 

I made a mistake. I take full responsibility for that. But I've learned a lot. I'll be better at what I do going 

forward – whatever that is – because of this experience and the things I've learned through it all. 

What is next for you? What do you want to do? 

I don't know. I love basketball. I have a wife and five kids, four of them are teen daughters, and 

whatever we do moving forward will be a family decision. 

Anything else you want to say? 

This was humbling for a couple of reason. Humbling that every time Luol's name was in the paper, it was 

in a bad way, I felt a responsibility and needed to reconcile to with Luol. Humbling because I had so 

many friends that have been a part of my life over the last 30 years step up for me and speak up for me 

at a very hard time. Those people showed me what friendship is and I'm greatly appreciative. 

 

  


