
Whitney’s
Honor

Whether it’s business,
helping others, creative
pursuits, or the game he

loves, Ken Whitney brings
integrity and energy to

everything he does. 
BY RAY TENNENBAUM

Photography by Andrew Levine
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UP CLOSE

Whitney poses for a photo

in front of an image from

Tommy’s Honour.

T
rim, poised, and energetic, Ken Whitney has kept his edge

through a challenging transition from managing director at 

private equity titan Blackstone to successful stage and film 

producer, philanthropist, and non-profit hero. Answering 

questions in the office of his elegantly-appointed Scarsdale home

on a sunny December afternoon, he doesn’t look like a man who suffered 

a heart attack a month ago: though he was forced to miss a backers’ staged

production of a new Broadway musical based on Thomas Hardy’s Far From

the Madding Crowd and a sail around the South Pacific with his wife 

Liz. you’d hardly think he’d stubbed his toe. Instead, he is eager to talk up 

his current project, Tommy’s Honour, the soon-to-be-released feature film

based on the tragically short life of Young Tom Morris, as well as his work

with The First Tee, where he has taken on not one but two high-profile roles:

first becoming a trustee on the national board, then assuming the role of

chairman of the Metropolitan New York chapter in late 2014.

“He’s a very good assessor of people and

their talents and their strengths and weak-

nesses,” says Blackstone chairman and

CEO Stephen Schwarzman, with whom he

worked closely for 25 years. “And he’s got

a lovely way with people – he’s articulate

but non-threatening, and he’s an excellent

listener – he engenders confidence in

everyone he deals with … He helped us

start a variety of our major businesses,

some of which have become the largest in

the world. We were not in the real estate

business in 1992, but we saw a huge oppor-

tunity, and since then we’ve become the

largest owner of real estate in the world.”

Health issues stemming from a diagno-

sis of Lyme Disease some years ago forced

him to leave Blackstone, and at first, retire-

ment was the hardest job he’d ever faced.

“I think I was probably totally depressed,

though I didn’t realize it,” he says, casually.

“I went from an environment going 150

miles an hour to going zero. Obviously it’s

at a different level, but I remember one

time President Bush, whom I’ve gotten to

know through my work at The First Tee at

the national level, talking about leaving

office saying, ‘You can’t believe the differ-

ence, going from the most important guy

in the world to being nobody.’”

Whitney’s priorities now are shaped 

by a choice he made early on to put off 

dedicated philanthropy until his retire-

ment: “I have a wonderful family with 

three daughters, and I said, ‘I’m going to do

three things: do a good job at my job, spend

time with my family, and play a little 

golf; and then after I retire, I’m going to

focus on giving back and doing all the 

charitable things.’”

He certainly didn’t anticipate Black-

stone’s incredible growth when he joined

the company, which then consisted of 15

people, in 1988. Whitney had worked at

Coopers & Lybrand for eight years, having

started as a summer intern while attend-

ing the University of Delaware. Even as an

intern, he tended to avoid blue-chip

accounts – “like terrible administrative

jobs” – in favor of the small startup com-

panies that “really needed help, that we

could actually add value to.” Performing

due diligence for mergers and acquisitions

clients with a forthright reliability (“You’d

be shocked, in business, how many people

say one thing and do another”) propelled

him to a partnership track, but he wanted

to be closer to the action. His ambition was

fired when he read Ken Auletta’s book

Greed and Glory on Wall Street: The Fall

of the House of Lehman, about big-time

deal-making and the struggle between

Pete Peterson and Lew Glucksman for 

control of Lehman Brothers. “I saw the 

economics of being an investor in these 

situations and how powerful that was, and

it was fun and interesting. I just said, ‘I

want to be doing what they’re doing.’” 

When a headhunter mentioned that

Pete Peterson and Stephen Schwarzman

had started a new company, he jumped at

the chance to schedule a meeting; after

four months of interviews, he got the job.

He remembers sitting down with the man-

aging partner at Coopers & Lybrand to tell

him he was leaving. “He said, ‘This is the

stupidest decision I’ve ever seen anyone

make. You’re about to be made a partner

in the largest, most prestigious service

firm in the world, and you’re going to go



work for some rinkydink startup?’ He goes

– he said this to me! – ‘You’re a [bleeping]

idiot! Get out of my office!’”

The first few months at Blackstone, 

performing tasks he hadn’t done in years,

gave him cause to wonder. “I used to come

home at night and go, ‘Oh, my God, did I

make a mistake?’”

He hadn’t. One early triumph demon-

strates how the company could “make things

up as we went along”: In the wake of the junk

bond crisis and the real estate bubble of 

1989, finding investors well-capitalized

enough to back Blackstone’s deals was diffi-

cult. Whitney decided to give investors who

were apprehensive about working with an

untested company in a shaky market an

opportunity: for every dollar invested, Black-

stone would allow the customer to review

every deal the company was working on 

and decide which one they’d like to invest

another two dollars in. “Everyone else

viewed investors as a commodity, but we

devoted a lot of resources to making sure we

were earning their trust, making sure we

were listening to what they were telling 

us – and really working for them. Because

we focused on that, as we developed these

businesses – a real estate business, a credit

business, a hedge fund business – we had this

loyal group of investors that we would just

take from this business to a new business and

then another business, and they all ended

up successful. It ended up being one of the

largest pools of capital in the world.”

Whitney spent his early years in Bounti-

ful, Utah, where he was a successful scholas-

tic athlete. His Little League team came

within a game of advancing to the World

Series; when the coach of his seventh-grade

basketball team learned Ken’s family was

moving back East, the coach asked his par-

ents if Ken could stay behind and live with

him for the remainder of the season (they

declined). His family eventually relocated

to Princeton, N.J., for his high school years,

and he excelled as a 5’11” point guard, lead-

ing the Montgomery H.S. team to a cumu-

lative 70-5 record and berths in the state

finals his junior and senior years. He arrived

in Princeton having never heard the word

“soccer,” but picked up enough skills to

scratch his way onto the JV team as a fresh-

man; by midseason he was starting on a var-

sity team that had reached the final round

of the state championships the year before.

His family lived across the street from

Pike Brook (now Mattawang) GC, where

his dad became a member and Ken caddied

and played weekend afternoons; though

baseball was his spring sport, he won the

club championship as a senior. Team sports

dictated his college application choices

(“one for baseball, one for basketball, one

for soccer”) but parental wisdom ultimate-

ly guided him. “My dad, who is very smart,

said, ‘Look, I know you think you’re the

world’s greatest athlete, but you’re not going

to make a living at it, so at some point in

your life you’re going to have to figure out

how you’re going to make a living, and in

order to do that, you’ve got to get serious

about your studies.’” He chose Delaware

and opted to join the golf team, which

demanded less commitment than baseball.

His Blue Hens teams won the East Coast

Conference golf finals two of Whitney’s four

years; shortly after graduating with a degree

in public accounting, he won two club

championships at Princeton Meadows.

Work and family life put his golf game on

hold, until he joined Scarsdale Golf Club in

1997 when his kids were a little older.

Upon his retirement, when it came time

to select the causes that would get most of

his attention, several stood out. “Like many

people, Liz and I gave a lot to different causes,

but few we were very passionate about.

Other than our alma maters” –he joined the
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(Left) Whitney with two First Tee

participants, standing between two

vans he donated to the organization.

(Below) During the filming of Tommy’s

Honour in Scotland, from left, Executive

Producer Keith Bank, Whitney, Jack

Lowden (Young Tom Morris), Peter

Mullan (Old Tom Morris), Liz Whitney,

Producer Jim Kreutzer.

http://WWW.MGAGOLF.ORG


board of directors of the University of

Delaware, serves on the investment com-

mittee, and headed up the search for a

new CEO; he and Liz endowed scholar-

ships there and at UCLA, where she

went – “the one thing I think we felt 

passionate about was The First Tee.

“For people who are less fortunate in

this world, if you don’t get to them when

they’re kids, they don’t have a fighting

chance. I love the First Tee program

because it’s not about teaching golf to

kids, it’s about teaching life skills to kids.

And I’m a big believer in values and char-

acter and the impact those things have on

a person as they do whatever they choose

to do in their life, and I thought this 

program was very effective in that.”

Pressed about why the organization

matters so much to him, he hesitates – a

rare ill-at-ease moment – before answer-

ing, “Golf builds character. You find out

a lot about yourself in a game where you

police yourself.”

He then tells about a

club tournament he played

in as a kid, and how he was

having a bad day of it. “Peo-

ple that I would ordinarily beat were beat-

ing me, and I seemed to be getting all these

bad breaks. I hit the ball into the rough,

and I had the worst lie. It was just so bad.

And I said to myself, ‘This is not fair, this

shouldn’t be happening to me,’ and I

kicked the ball, I moved the ball and gave

myself a better lie.

“I literally did not sleep for a week. I

could not live with myself for what I’d

done. And it was a watershed moment for

me – I thought, ‘How could you have

done that?’ I felt guilty, like I’d robbed a

bank or something.

“I learned about who I was as a person.”

An associate with The First Tee led

him to Tommy’s Honour.Ken’s taste runs

to real-life stories – Fun Home, the Tony

Award-winning Broadway musical he

produced in 2015, was drawn from a

memoir, and he has another film in the

works based on how Charles Dickens

came to write A Christmas Carol– and he

was intrigued by Kevin Cook’s account

of the life of Young Tom Morris, the great

19th-century player who won four

straight Open Championships and rede-

fined what a professional golfer could be

before his tragic death at age 25. Dinner

with director Jason Connery, son of Edin-

burgh native Sean, bolstered his interest.

“Jason convinced me of his passion for

this project – his relationship with his dad

is through the game of golf, and this is a

father/son story, and obviously he’s Scot-

tish, and we saw eye to eye in terms of how

we were thinking about the film.” 

Whitney consulted with Teddy

Schwarzman, Stephen’s son, a producer

who counts the Oscar-nominated film

about mathematician Alan Turing, The 

Imitation Game, among his successes. “I

showed him the stuff, and he goes, ‘In the

movie business, if you want to make money,

you need one of three things: you need a

big-time screenwriter, you need a big-time

director, or you need a big-time actor.’ And

he says, ‘You don’t have the first two.’

“He was very upfront, he said, ‘You’re

going to lose all your money on this

thing.’ And I thought about it, and I talked

to my wife about it, and I told her, ‘Listen,

I get that, and I would have assumed that

even if Teddy had not told me that.’ But I

actually don’t think we’re going to lose all

our money on this. I think this film has a

chance to do real well because it involves

someone who is revered in the game of

golf…. This was a passion project. The
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Whitney jukes past a

defender in a high school

soccer match won by

Montgomery, 4-0, 

with Whitney scoring all

four goals.

“This is a story that should be told for the history of the
game of golf… I think it’s a film that will be played for the
next 30-40 years.”

http://www.srixon.com/
http://WWW.MGAGOLF.ORG


reason I made this film is because this is a

story that should be told for the history of

the game of golf. And I think this is a film

that will be played for the next 30-40 years.

“You know, if you talk to my father

today, and you ask him about his life and

the highlights of his life other than his 

family and children, it would be going 

to Augusta, playing St. Andrews, having 

dinner at the Old Course Hotel and having

the nicest bottle of wine he’s ever had in 

his life. Those are experiences that stick out

in his life, and he did them with his sons.”

You wouldn’t expect someone who’d

just had a close brush to describe himself

as carefree, but Whitney is

not your average success story.

“I tend to be a little bit happy-

go-lucky. I mean, I believe things

happen for a reason, and maybe having

a heart attack is maybe a signal to relax. I

don’t look at it in isolation – people say to

me, ‘You only have so much time on this

planet, so you definitely have to do what you

want to be doing,’ – but to be honest, I feel

like I am doing what I want to do right now.

“I used to constantly say to my kids, ‘You

always have to be productive!’ And I think

there’s some merit to that, but taken to an

extreme, it’s not good. What I tell my kids

today is, the keys to a happy life are having

a great family, having friends, and doing

things for others, If you have those three

things, you will live a happy life.”

By that measure, Ken Whitney’s life is

a very happy one indeed.  ■
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The memorabilia in Whitney’s

home office include a photo

with George W. Bush and

Arnold Palmer, his Tony

Award for Fun Home, a

clapper board from

Tommy’s Honour, and

his club championship

trophy from Princeton

Meadows. (Left) 

Ken and Liz Whitney 

at home.

Support The First Tee and get the first look
at “Tommy’s Honour”
Met Area residents will get their first chance to see the film “Tommy’s

Honour” on Wednesday, April 12, at the AMC Loews Lincoln Square The-

ater, Broadway and West 68th Street. A special premiere to benefit The

First Tee of Metropolitan New York will be held that evening; tickets

include varying levels of donation and are available on the website of

TFTMNY (http://www.thefirstteemetny.org/ways-to-give).

http://www.clevelandgolf.com/
http://WWW.MGAGOLF.ORG
http://www.thefirstteemetny.org/ways-to-give

