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A Century of Local Jews in
Politics: 1850s to 1950s

By the Honorable Avern Cohn

Editor’s Note: This is an abridged version of a speech delivered by Judge Cobn for the
Jewish Federation of Metropolitan Detroit in Birmingham, Michigan, on October 27, 1998,
celebrating the centennial of the organized Jewish community of Detroit.

ews in Detroit have always been a small part of the voting population, and until

the 1930s, there was no well-formed Jewish political agenda in Michigan as there

is today. Robert Rockaway, discussing the pre-civil war history of Jews in politics,
writes: “During the 1850% Detroit Jews were too busy earning a living and establish-
ing themselves to spend much time in politics.” This could be said for all the years
up to the 1930s. So the history I have to trace here is largely anecdotal.

Early Political Actors

The 1850s was the first decade in which we see signs of political activity in the
Jewish community and a Jew holding a political office in Detroit. Between 1854 and
1861 Rabbi Leibman Adler of Temple Beth El openly declared for the Republican
Party because it shared his strongly held abolitionist views. In 1857, Edward Kanter,
a local banker and merchant and a member of Temple Beth El, was elected to the state
legislature as a Democrat after a campaign filled with anti-Semitic attacks on him.
Later, Kanter was twice a candidate for state treasurer and an activist in the
Democratic Party.

In the 1880s Edward Kanter, along with Simon
Heavenrich and Magnes Butzel, founders of Jewish
families of note, served as officers in the Democratic
Party. In those years, Jews, mostly of German descent,
held a variety of civic and political positions and
engaged in political activity, as Rockaway tells us, as a
display of good citizenship. However, the community
appeared to be splintered politically and did not vote as
a bloc.

The first Jew following Kanter to hold elected
office, as far as my research discloses, was Joseph
Weiss, who was elected a circuit court commissioner in
Wayne County in 1884 following a short stint as !
Chippewa County prosecutor. Weiss went on to a Edward Kanter
notable career in public office. He was elected a state
senator as a Republican in 1891, serving until 1894, and then was elected a state
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A CENTURY OF LOCAL JEWS IN POLITICS

representative in 1907-1908. He also ran for sheriff in 1908 and circuit judge in 1918,
but was defeated both times. What is important to remember about Joseph Weiss is
what Rabbi Leo Franklin of Temple Beth El said in his eulogy on Weiss’s death in
1936:

He was a good American. He loved his country and all that it stood for.
He was a loyal citizen of Detroit and he was a good Jew. He recognized
the fact that the better Jew one is the better American he is bound to be,
and conversely, the more loyal a Jew is in his American citizenship, the
more faithful will he be in the service of his religion.

This dichotomy of being a Jew and an American played a large role in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century in assessing Jewish involvement in politics.
Rockaway says there were admonishments regarding Jews allowing anything that
appeared to segregate Jewish practices for political purposes. That would have been
viewed as arousing anti-Semitism.

The German Jews felt threatened by the manner in which the newly arrived
Eastern European Jews involved themselves in local politics. The latter held political
rallies, formed political clubs, and bargained with politicians seeking their votes.
Nonetheless, the German Jews, particularly Temple Beth El members, began to
increase their involvement. The Butzel family, for example, was divided, with one
brother, Fred, working for Democrats and another, Henry, for Republicans. Most
Temple Beth El members identified with the Republican Party as the more
respectable because it was aligned with their economic interests.

Another personality of significance was Samuel Goldwater, one-time president of
the Detroit Council of Trades and an organizer of the Michigan Federation of Labor.
Goldwater was an alderman in Detroit in 1891 and ran for mayor against Hazen
Pingree on the Democratic ticket in 1895. Many Democrats declined to support him

: because he was too radical. He was reelected to the Detroit

City Council in 1896, and when he died in 1898 an official

day of mourning was declared.

Following Goldwater, the next Jewish politician of

note was David Heineman, a Butzel family member and

a lawyer. Heineman served in the state legislature in

1889 and 1890, on the Detroit City Council from 1902

to 1909, and was city controller between 1910 and 1913.

He is particularly remembered as the designer of the

Detroit flag and founder of the Detroit Public Library.

He died in 1935. [See the Jewish Historical Society of

Michigan’s plaque at the Detroit Historical Museum
commemorating David Heineman.]

The last Jewish political figure worthy of note in pre-

World War 1 days is Charles Simons, who went on to be

named a federal judge in Detroit in 1923, the first Jewish

' _ TR . M- : . _ =
David Heineman federal judge in Michigan. Simons was the son of
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David W. Simons, described in a 1923 Detroit Times
article as the leader in all enterprises of philanthropic
and community service. “D. W.” Simons was a public
lighting commissioner and a member of the first nine-
person city council in Detroit in 1918. T went to Sunday
School in the 1930s at Shaarey Zedek in the D.W.
Simons Building at Chicago Boulevard and Lawton, and
attended Hebrew School in the David W. Simons
Building at Tuxedo and Holmur.

Charles Simons had a long career in public life. Tt
began with his election to the state senate in 1903. In
1905-06, he was a Wayne County circuit court commis-
sioner and in 1908 a delegate to the state constitutional
convention. In 1923 President Harding appointed him
to the district court, and in 1929 President Hoover appointed him to the court of
appeals. The late Philip Slomovitz, in a letter to me, described Charles Simons’s
appointment to the district court. He said Simons was Townsend’s re-election cam-
paign at a time when Townsend was in trouble for voting against the expulsion of
Truman Newberry from the senate for excessive campaign spending. Senator
Townsend recommended Simons’s appointment to President Harding. I personally
recall Charles Simons. Charles Levin clerked for him, and he used to lunch at the
Standard Club in the Book-Cadillac Hotel, of blessed memory.

Charles Simons

Judges Take the Lead

The story following World War I up to the 1950s is [
largely one of successful judges and unsuccessful efforts .
. . e

at elective office by Jews. James I. Ellman was prominent {7y
2 4 i 3 IP_.-

first as a judge and then as mayor of Highland Park. His

son, Erwin, is a prominent labor arbitrator in Detroit,

while his son, William, is a lawyer in Detroit.

The first of the Jewish
judges following Joseph
Weiss was Harry Keidan, a
regular in my youth at ser-
vices at Shaarey Zedek.
Keidan began his political
career in 1912 as an assistant prosecutor in Wayne
County. After leaving that position, he was twice an
unsuccessful candidate for judgeship and in 1920 was
appointed to the recorder’s court bench. In 1927 he was
appointed to the Wayne County circuit court bench,
where he served until his death in 1943. He was a highly
regarded trial judge. In a story of his career, a Detroit

James I. Ellman

Harry Keidan
4
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newspaper said of him: “A fair-minded clear-thinking
man whose stff sentences to criminals were at variance
with the warmth and humanity of his heart. Judge
Keidan was recognized as a judge in whose hands the
institution of society were safe.” Judge Keidan was a
deeply religious man. In the 1920s, when Saturday
morning court sessions were a regular occurrence, he
would walk from his home on Chicago Boulevard to
and from the courthouse.
After Keidan’s death, William Friedman, senior
partner of Friedman Meyer & Keyes, then Detroit’s
-, § pre-eminent Jewish law firm and counsel to
Henry Butzel Federation, was appointed to the Wayne circuit bench
— a Jew following a Jew, clearly. Friedman was defeat-
ed when he stood for election in 1944 against Frank Ferguson, brother of Senator
Homer Ferguson, in a campaign marked by overt anti-Semitism. Of particular inter-
est is the fact that Ferguson in 1939 had defeated Charles Rubiner, then an incumbent
common pleas court judge in Detroit, whom I will discuss below.

Following Keidan’s ascent to the bench, Henry Butzel, then a prominent Detroit
lawyer of the distinguished Butzel family, was appointed to the Michigan Supreme
Court in 1929 by Governor Fred Green, where he served with distinction until 1960.
While not active in politics, Justice Butzel was a Republican and what we would call
today an enlightened moderate.

Political Activity Heats Up

Through the 1920s, the situation remained similar to that of the 1850s — Jews
were too busy earning a living to spend
much time on politics. In the 1930s, the
presence of Gerald K. Smith, Father
Coughlin, and of Hitler abroad began to
change Jewish attitudes and actions.
Roosevelt’s social action programs appealed
to many Jews hit particularly hard by the
Depression. Political parties and candidates
began to court Jews both for their votes and
their contributions. Elections ads began to
appear signed by “Jewish Friends” or
phrases were used like “my Jewish staff
members.” We began to see ads and articles
in the Fewish Chionicle endorsing candidates
for office as “friends of the Jews.”

The 1930s gave us two Jewish judges

on the common pleas court: Charles -
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Rubiner, appointed in 1931 by Governor
William Brucker from his position as an TO M
assistant attorney general, and the little- y
known Joseph Sanders, appointed in 1933 *
by Governor William Comstock. Rubiner F’rlends——-—
served until 1939 and, at the time of his
appointment and later, was a highly And To All Voters In The
respected member and worker in the Jewish I5th Congressional Disfrict:
community. I remember as a young child
the excitement I felt when my parents told This is the fime to show appreciation
me we were going to have a judge at a din- for gencine loyalty and devoted service by
ner party at our house on Fullerton. The Rl

judge was Rubiner. | urge all of you to cast your ballok

; for C. John D. D
The 1930s were marked by occasions eoyetEedo D Db feid

of Jewish lawyers running unsuccessfully
for such offices as county clerk, state repre-
sentative, and judge. However, Henry
Behrendt, a member of Temple Beth El, Siongresmn:Diogol ;. s dmo-
who " appeared to move between the A ot onle ol
Republican and Democratic parties with
ease and who began his career in public life lsbor s Isver ot Foadom Srd s mEn ik
as chief of police in Lansing, was several a passionate disapproval of intolerance.

times elected Wayne County sheriff.

be re-elected by an overwhelming majority
as a tribute for his great services to this

country,

President Roosevelt's program in Congress.
He is a friend of Palestine, a defender of

Please do not fail fo vate on Tuesday for
I have located the first ad for a presi-

dential campaign in the Fewish Chronicle in Congressman
1936 in the form of a pitch for Alfred L
Landon as a friend of the Jews in contrast J h D D g il
to Roosevelt, paid for by the Wayne o n . I“ e ;
County Republican Committee. I contrast DEMOGRAT. (5th DISTRICT
that to a story in the same paper about
Harry Schumer urging the re-election of
President Roosevelt in 1940. Schumer was
a spokesman for the Jewish National
Workers Alliance. Incidentally, William A political advertisement from the
Hordes also placed a personal ad in 1940 Fewish Chronicle, October 30, 1942
endorsing Roosevelt. He also did this in

1942 for John Dingell for Congress and in 1954 for Philip Hart for U.S. Senate.

Sincerely yours,
William Hordes

Party Politics

Looking further than Jewish candidates for office, who obviously could not expect
to be elected on the basis of the Jewish vote in Detroit, we began to see, as Sidney
Bolkosky describes it in Harmony & Dissonance,’ a coalescence of Jewish interests
around parties and candidates. Between 1914 and 1926, Jewish secularists associated
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with the landsmanshaften identified with parties of the left, while Jewish establishment
leaders were Republican. In 1924, the threat of a Klan mayor in Detroit resulted in a
collaborative effort among blacks and ethnic groups including Jews to elect John
Smith.

In the 1930s, political liberalism began to attract young people. Liberalism, one
author has written, offered an answer to anti-Semitism and other problems that the
Jews faced. It has been said that liberal party policies substituted for the observance of
religious tradition from which Jews believed their liberal values derived. Again, more
financially successful Jews assumed a politically conservative Republican image. This
difference in association extends to today in my experience, with exceptions. Minutes
of the organizational meetings of the Jewish Community Council in 1937 reflect a
concern regarding eligibility for membership of Jewish “political groups,”
left-leaning.

meaning

Also in the 1930s, we began to see Jewish support for candidates who opposed
Nazism. For example, in 1936 George W. Welsh, Democratic candidate for governor,
asked for Jewish voter support on the basis of his opposition to anti-Semitism as a leg-
islator. In 1940, Clarence J. McLeod’s reelection to Congress was urged by the Jewish
War Veterans on the basis of his support for Jewish interests in Palestine. David Zack
urged the election of Frank Fitzgerald in 1940 to the United States Senate on the basis
of his opposition to intolerance.

Two anecdotes of significance illustrating Jewish support for friends involve
Congressman John Dingell, father of the current congressman. Dingell was elected to
Congress in 1934 from a district that included Northwest Detroit. He gave enormous
help to those bringing Jewish family members from Eastern Europe into this country.
The late Theodore Levin was then a lawyer specializing in immigration matters.
Philip Slomovitz, then editor of the Fewish Chronicle, wrote Dingell that “an out-
standing Detroit Jewish lawyer” should be appointed to a newly created federal
judgeship on the grounds that “not a single Jewish appointment of importance has
thus far been made in Michigan by the Democratic administration.” Slomovitz then
went on to recommend Levin. Dingell graciously rejected the suggestion on the
grounds he had too many friends in the race and if he took a definite stand, he said,
“T am afraid I would make a lot of enemies and lose friends.” Dingell, in his letter,
pointed out a number of Jews holding appointee positions in state government. His
list included at least one person with a Jewish-sounding name whose obituary suggests
he was a long-time Lutheran. Of interest to me was Dingell’s statement:

I think the chances of Mr. Levin for this appointment are very slender
because there are too many men of good qualifications who have Party
service records of from twenty to thirty years and the Party leaders here
in Washington will certainly take that into consideration along with
qualifications for Judicial service.

Things haven’t changed.

Another chapter in the Dingell experience occurred in 1940 when Samuel Lieb
challenged Dingell for the Democratic nomination for Congress in 1940. This caused

7




MICHIGAN JEWISH HISTORY

an outrage among many Jewish leaders, including my late
father, who believed Lieb betrayed the Jews of Detroit by
challenging one of their champions.

In 1940 a Jew served in the legislature in the person
of Charles Blondy, who was elected a state senator.
Blondy is described in a biographical account as an advo-
cate for Jewish interests in the legislature. e sponsored
resolutions opposing Arab interference with the rights of
Americans in Arab league countries, supporting the
Jewish “Tercentenary, confronting opposition to humane
slaughtering legislation, providing absentee ballots for
Jews unable to vote on Jewish holidays, and notice to the
Hebrew Benevolent Society when a deceased person
was determined to be of the Jewish faith and no one
claimed the body. He came from a traditional Jewish
family and served through 1964. At one time he was
one of only four Democrats in the state senate. During
Blondy’s term in the legislature, legislators worked
only part-time and were poorly paid. I remember
Blondy as a Wayne County Court bailiff whose job it
was to serve papers. In 1953, Alan Blondy, Charles’s
brother, was elected to one term in the legislature.

Charles Blondy

In 1946 Theodore Levin finally got his judgeship | % .
from President Truman, but not without a good deal of . W2
opposition from within the Democratic Party. He was <
accused of being a Republican. His appointment began Theodore Levin

the long and distinguished career in public office of

members of the Levin family [including retired Justice Charles Levin, whose portrait
was recently unveiled at the Michigan Supreme Court. See below.] Also in the 1940s,
a Jew was elected circuit court commissioner in Wayne County in the person of John
Schneider.

r
’

Appointments to Important Offices

The 1950s marked a change for Jews in politics. G. Mennen Williams as gover-
nor gained strong support from Jews because he was considered a liberal. There was
strong support for Adlai Stevenson for president in 1952 and 1956, as you can see
from ads in the Jewish News. Governor G. Mennen Williams appointed Jews to local
judgeships: Victor Baum to the Wayne County Circuit Court and Nathan Kaufman
to the Wayne County Probate Court. There is a view that Governor Williams was not
all that disposed toward appointing Jewish judges, believing that they could not get
elected once appointed. Kaufman’s television program gave prominence to the
Kaufman name and contributed to the election of Ira Kaufman to the probate court
and of Charles Kaufman as common pleas court judge. The election of Charles

8
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Kaufman in 1959 to the common pleas
bench reflects the potency of the
Kaufman name at the time; one of the
candidates he defeated was Thomas J.
Brennan, who went on to be elected to
the Michigan Supreme Court. Richard
Kaufman, Charles’s son, served as a cir-
cuit judge from 1981 untl quite recently.
Both Baum’s and Kaufman’s
appointments by Governor Williams
had their own set of difficulties. Baum’s e
appointment was opposed by Alfred . |
Meyers, then a powerful leader of the Ira Kaufman
17th congressional district, in which
Baum lived. Victor had to move into the adjacent 15th district to get clearance so that
Williams could go ahead with the appointment. Meyers, a Detroit schoolteacher, was
a formative power, almost a boss, in the 1940s and 1950s. As to Kaufman, powerful
UAW support enabled him to get his appointment. Nate had begun his working life
in a factory where he became active in UAW affairs. He maintained that interest when
he went on to law school and called on it when he sought a judgeship.

Candidates for judgeship received extensive support from fellow Jews in the way
of money, endorsements, envelope stuffing, postcard writing, and the like. In 1954, I
personally recall working very hard, along with Jewish friends, to get Charles Diggs,
Jr., elected to Congress from a district in Northwest Detroit. An important piece of
the Jewish agenda was strongly supporting African-American aspirations for political
office. We thought it the right thing to do and that it would be good for the Jews.

Leonard Kasle served on the Detroit Board of Education in the 1950s, for a time
as president, the only Jew ever to hold that position on the board. In 1958 Jason
Honigman ran for attorney general on the Republican ticket, and an ad supporting
him in the Fewish News was signed by a number of Jews as the “Committee for
Honigman.” This brought a response from the Jewish Daily Forward, which was crit-
ical of “well known Jewish community leaders” who asked for votes to support
Honigman because he was Jewish. The Forward said that this engendered religious
intolerance. No similar criticism had been seen in earlier years when non-Jews asked
for support because they employed Jews in the departments they headed or had
“Tewish friends.”

Benjamin Burdick was appointed to the Wayne County circuit bench in 1963 by
Governor George Romney. Irwin, his brother, was appointed to the same bench in
1975.

No account of Jews in politics would be complete without mention of Emanuel
Seidler, a Detroit lawyer who had offices in the Hammond Building. He was a friend
of my father and was the father of Professor Murray Seidler of Wayne State
University, a high school classmate of mine. Seidler was a socialist who did not

9
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abandon the party as did the Reuther brothers and others who supported Roosevelt in
1936. At various times Seidler was the Socialist Party nominee for governor, attorney
general, and state Supreme Court justice. He was a true believer.

A Jewish Agenda Takes Shape

My years of intense involvement, the 1952, 1956, and 1960 presidential races, are
reflected in the ads in the Jewish News, which were signed by many of us in the com-
munity. We were involved for a variety of reasons. We had partisan feelings and strong
convictions. It was fun working with friends in a common cause for which we felt
deeply. The cause was a better America in the form of less discrimination, more
money for the poor, and important support for Israel. Beyond the association with a
successful candidate, basking in the reflected glory of the office holder gave one a
sense of personal satisfaction. As an example, my reward for my efforts for Lyndon
Johnson in 1964 was an invitation to a state lunch, along with Mike Zeltzer, and a state
dinner at the White House. These were experiences that will live with me forever,
experiences that money could not buy (at least in a spiritual sense). And I must men-
tion the fact that Stuart Hertzberg, for many years treasurer of the State Democratic
Party, was the one who pushed Mike and me to the level of activities that brought us
to the attention of the White House social secretary.

The 1960s began the modern era of local Jews in politics as I see it. When Sander
Levin ran for governor on the Democratic ticket in 1970, when a Jew was nominated
by a major political party to run for the highest political office in Michigan, it marked
the point in time when Jews became fully integrated into the political life of our com-
munity. Sander, of course, ran again in 1974 and has been a Representative to
Congress for some years from a largely non-Jewish district. That his brother, Carl, is
now serving his fourth term as a U.S. Senator is further evidence of our complete inte-
gration. This could be the subject of a future article.

What I believe I have related to you was, in the beginning, a story of a now-and-
then thing. Since 1850, a local Jew occasionally entered the political arena and had
some success, mostly as a judge. Now it is a commonplace thing; a Jew contesting for
political office is of no special significance and winning or losing comes from a vari-
ety of reasons, none of which relate to Jewishness.

I quoted earlier Rabbi Franklin’s words in eulogizing Joseph Weiss. Let me
rephrase them in concluding. It can be said of almost every Jew I have known who has
gained public office, judge or legislator: He is a good American. He loves his country
and all that it stands for. He is a loyal citizen and he is a good Jew. He recognizes the
fact that the better a Jew one is, the better American he is bound to be, and conversely,
the more loyal a Jew is in his American citizenship, the more faithful will he be in the
service of the Jewish people.




JUSTICE LEVIN PORTRAIT UNVEILED

Justice Charles Levin Portrait Unveiled
in Supreme Court

Editor’s Note: The following is excerpted from a talk given by the Hon. Avern Cobn, a
colleague, friend, and cousin of retived Supreme Court Justice Charles Levin, at the unveiling
of Levin’s portrait at the Court in Lansing, May 6, 1999.

This occasion marks a permanent remembrance of Justice Charles Levin’s twen-
ty-four years of service as one of the justices of this high court — the final arbiter of
disputes among the people of Michigan. We are here today to honor a great justice,
the son of a great judge, his late father, Theodore Levin. Theodore Levin was a long-
time member of the court on which I now sit, and the patriarch of the Levin family,
which has contributed so much to the political life of this state.

Today also marks the sixtieth anniversary of the day Justice Charles Levin
“became a man” and received his first fountain pen. It was sixty years ago today that
Charles Levin of LaSalle Boulevard in Detroit became a Bar Mitzvah at Congregation
Shaarey Zedek at the corner of Lawton and West Chicago. For those of you of a bib-
lical bent, the Torah portion that day came from Leviticus, and the prophetic portion,
which the Bar Mitzvah boy personally recited, came from the wrn:mgs of the plophet
Ezekiel. In that Torah portion, the 7 =
people of Israel are commanded to
keep the light continually burning in
the tabernacle. It is the light of truth,
shining to illuminate the darkness of
injustice and discrimination. I believe
there is something prophetic in the
link between what was recited then
and Charles Levin’s career as a judge.

In his 1966 campaign to win a
seat on the Michigan Court of
Appeals for the First District, Levin
made capital of the outstanding rating
he received from the merit rating
program of the Detroit Bar
Association, then newly formed by
the late Richard VanDusen and
George Bushnell. Also noteworthy is
the manner in which Levin cam-
paigned to be elected to the Michigan
Supreme Court in 1972 as the nomi-
nee of the short-lived Non-Partisan
Judicial Party. By the way, Professor Portrait of Justice Charles Levin
Maurice Kelman describes in his at Supreme Court in Lansing.
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article, “A Tale of Tivo Parties” (Wayne Law Review, Vol. 19, p. 253), a 1972 lawsuit in
the federal court in Detroit stemming from Levin’s unique efforts to gain a seat on the
high court. In my opinion, Justice Levin’ judicial career suggests that voters do some-
times exercise good judgment in voting in judicial elections.

From Levin’s first published opinion in volume 7 of Michigan Appeals Reports to
his last five dissents on December 30, 1996, in volume 453 of the Michigan Reports, he
displayed scholarship, pragmatism, insight, honesty, courage, and humanity as
demonstrated by his willingness to admit he has sometimes made a mistake. More
importantly, on numerous occasions he voted, many times alone, in favor of review of
a court of appeals decision when a majority of his colleagues turned aside the applica-
tion for leave to appeal. Levin’s back-of-the-volume writings merit particular
attention.

Throughout his thirty years on the bench, Justice Charles Levin has demonstrat-
ed an understanding of the reality of the other fellow’s predicament. This, in essence,
is his contribution to the people of Michigan and will be the aura surrounding the
portrait unveiled today. This portrait is a worthy addition to those already hanging in
the Supreme Court, particularly in the company of the nineteenth-century greats
Campbell, Graves, Cooley, and Christiancy. Justice Levin ranks with each of them.

L. Robert Rockaway, The Jews of Detroit: From the Beginning, 1762-1914. Wayne State Universi ty Press,
1986.

2. Sidney Bolkosky, Harmony & Dissonance: Voices of Jewish Identity in Detroit, 1914-1967. Wayne State
University Press, 1991.

Further References: Detroit Fiee Press. Detroit News. Detroit Times. The Jewish Chranicle. The Jewish News,
Michigan Fewish History.

The author would like to thank Fudy Cantor for ber research efforts; Michael Kroll, a
freelance researcher at the Reuther Library, for his efforts in collecting the materials; and his
secretary, Nancy Lippert, who processed many drafts of this paper:

The Honorable Avern Cobn is judge of the U.S. District Court of the
Lastern District of Michigan.




FORD AND ISRAEL

Ford and Israel

by Alan D. Kandel

remarkable friendship developed in the early 1950s between Henry Ford II,
the “original” Fords grandson, and the legendary Jewish philanthropist Max
M. Fisher. The two met when their wives were co-chairs of the Metropolitan
Opera during its Detroit visit. Their friendship lasted until Ford’s death in 1987.
The contrast between the two Fords was especially appreciated by the Detroit
Jewish community, which remembered the anti-Semitic views of Henry Ford I.
During the 1920s, the American Jewish community was shocked and dismayed at his
attitudes. Sidney Bolkosky in his history, Harmony and Dissonance: Voices of Fewish
Identity in Derroit, 1914-1967, notes that Ford published his infamous Dearborn
Independent ninety-one times between 1920 and 1922, spreading the worst kind of
anti-Semitism to its readers.

The First to Help

Even before assuming the presidency of the Ford Motor Company in 1950,
Henry Ford II took steps to remove the shadow cast by his grandfather over relations
with the Jewish community. When Chaim Weizmann was elected the first president
of Israel in 1948, Ford sent him a
Lincoln, one of the only two in exis-
tence (the other went to President
Harry Truman). In 1950 Ford met
Weizmann in New York City and
learned about Israel’s acute transport
problems. Showing his concern for the
fledgling state, Ford announced a
departure from usual company policy
on sales to foreign governments. “In
this case,” he said, “our purchase
agreements with Israel will specify that
an immediate payment of forty per cent will be made in dollars from the Export-
Import Bank. The company will extend credit on the sixty per cent balance.”

Quiet Diplownat: Max M. Fisher.

From Peter Golden,

¥ 40 \ £ .
John Bugas, Max Fisher, Henry Ford II, at
Bugas’s Wyoming ranch.

£3

In a 1950 address, Israel’s Ambassador to the United States Eliahu Elath stated
that the seriousness of Israel’s economic problems, “old to the world but new to one
of its youngest nations, had been lessened somewhat. The Ford Motor Company was
FIRST to provide help...and in 1949 agreed to provide Israel with approximately 1800
vehicles.”

The Ford Motor Company had enjoyed a fruitful business relationship for many
years with Palestine before it became Israel. In 1930 Ford franchised the Palestine
Automobile Company (later to become the Israel Automotive Company), with Dr.
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Saul Lipschitz as president. Reorganized in 1936, the company had dealers in Tel Aviv,
Haifa, and Jerusalem and, according to records in the Ford Motor Company Archives,
it was selling 25,000 cars per year.

=y

Trucks and Credit

In the years that followed, the idea for the development of a Ford assembly plant
in Israel was put forward by Israeli automobile leaders. The Philip Slomovitz
Collection at Wayne State University’s Reuther Archives contains a I‘))U letter from
Ford executive Gmeme K. Howard to Robert Nathan, director of the Economic
Department at the Jewish Agency for Palestine in New York. The letter outlined Ford
discussions with Israeli officials leading to the possibility of establishing an assembly
plant. It mentioned a potential contract under which Ford would accept orders for
vehicles up to $7 million on liberal credit terms. The letter emphasized that, due to
its familiarity with local economic and emplovmcnt conditions, the Palestine Auto
Company would assume major responsibilities for the proposed plant. Ford would
extend a revolving credit of §1 million to cover purchase of truck components and, at
company expense, would provide technical personnel to assist with machinery instal-
lation. While consideration was given, the letter stated, to the possibility of the plant
becoming an “entrepot” center for supplying the logical neighborhood area, Israeli
Finance Minister Eliezer Kaplan “cautioned against any p1.1r.t1(,.11 consideration of
such a possibility at this time.” By 1966, however, the contract was yet to be fulfilled,
and it was indicated that the proposed plant would be restricted to truck assembly.

In 1967, with war clouds on the horizon in the Middle East, Max Fisher left a
yacht on which he was cruising with
Henry Ford Il in the Mediterranean and
flew to Israel on emergency United
Jewish Appeal business. When Fisher
arrived home he found a hand-written
note from Ford saying, “I'm sending this
check because T believe in the cause.”
The donation of $100,000 was to be
repeated in future years.

Ford Visits Israel

Ford first visited Israel in 1972, In
his book, Living UjA History, Irving
Bernstein, former executive vice chair-
man of the UJA, described the trip,
which included  Ford anc_l his wife Henry Ford II and Golda Meir in Tel Aviv.
Cristina, Fisher and his wife Marjorie,
and Bernstein and his wife Judy. Ford had the opportunity to meet with leading Israeli
officials including Prime Minister Golda Meir; Finance Minister Pinhas Sapir; Teddy
Kollek, mayor of Jerusalem; Shimon Peres, minister of communications; and former
Foreign Minister Abba Eban. During his visit he also met with former Prime Minister
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David Ben-Gurion, who expressed his belief that five million more immigrants would
come to Israel.

Crucial to the 1972 trip was Ford’s meeting with Joe Boxenbaum, an Israeli entre-
preneur, who headed the Automobile Industries Limited, successor to the Israel
Automobile Company. Boxenbaum’s long-held vision was of a major Ford assembly
plant in Nazareth. As told by Walter Hayes, Ford biographer and public relations
director, “the Israeli economy...made it unreasonably expensive to import finished
cars...from Britain.... Joe Boxenbaum...asked for cars to come out as components, in
what carmakers call KD, or knock-down form so that he could assemble them in
Nazareth.”

Ford, however, had doubts about Israel’s ability to mount such a project. As
described by Bernstein, “Ford’s assessment of Israel’s attempts to build automaobiles
was straight and direct. He told them it was a waste of labor and capital to begin an
automobile industry because Israel could purchase the same cars overseas for less than
what they would cost to manufacture. Since Israel had virtually no railroad and was
dependent on trucking, Ford advised Israelis to invest in assembling trucks and
buses.” According to Hayes, “there was to be no direct Ford investment in Israel.”
Minister Sapir agreed but asked if the Ford Motor Company could provide engineer-
ing consultants, and within two weeks, Ford’s people were in Israel.

Both Bernstein and Hayes recorded an anecdote relating to that 1972 trip. Ford
and Fisher were flying to the Suez Canal when their helicopter suffered mechanical
problems and was forced to land in the Sinai. When a second copter arrived with a
new pilot, Ford demanded that the pilot of the damaged copter fly them back because
he was wearing a yarmulke. Said Ford to Bernstein, “I
am not flying with the new pilot, only with the one
who saved our lives, as it just might be that he has a
straighter line to God.”

Standing Against the Boycott

Tt was during the 1972 trip that the Arab boycott
took effect, and the Arab League threatened the pend-
ing Ford-Israel deal. As reported by Bernstein, “the
boycott lasted fifteen years and I will never torget what
Ford told me.... Although he, like any other corporate
leader, did not relish losing customers and income, he
said that the real hurt was the human factor, since most
Ford franchises were owned by families who passed At the campus of the
the franchise down from generation to generation. Technion, Israel Institute
That bothered Ford greatly, but it did not stop him of Teclmol.ogy, Flaifs, in the
from doing what he thought was right.” According to ¥ 1_9605’. from left: Hcru'y

: . Ford II, Technion president
Ford })10g1‘nphcr Boonton Herndon, Ford told his Alexander Goldberg,
close friend Max M. Fisher, “Nobody’s gonna tell me
what to do.”

Max Fisher.
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Ford later delivered a number of speeches, notably one before the Los Angeles
World Affairs Council (c. 1975-1977), attacking the Arab boycott. In a 1975 press
conference, asked when Ford Motor Company might be lifted from the boycortr list,
Ford replied, “I don’t have any idea.... We've been on the boycott list since 1966 and
we're not changing our relationship with Israel in any way.” In 1976, the American
Jewish Congress removed from Ford’s annual meeting agenda a stockholder resolu-
tion on the Arab boycott. As Rabbi Arthur Hertzberg, president of the congress,
stated, “we are gratified by the declaration of Henry Ford II and we hope it will induce
other companies doing business in the Middle East to follow the splendid example of
the Ford Motor Company.”

Ford’s second trip to Israel in 1973 focused on business and economic matters. On
May 30, 1973, he joined Joe Boxenbaum at the official launching of the Ford com-
mercial vehicle plant at Nazareth, which would supplement its output of passenger
cars from England. “The first Jewish Ford trucks in history” was how Ford described
trucks coming off the assembly line. The new models to be assembled at the plant,
which employed 600 Jewish and Arab workers, were to be Ford Escort vans, the Ford
Transit-medium range, and the Ford D series medium trucks.

Ford Executives in Israel

Among Ford executives
who traveled to Israel was
Frank Theyleg, international
principal staff engineer, who
had made his way from
Germany to China in 1939
and then to Detroit where he
joined the Ford Motor
Company. Theyleg first went
to Israel in 1968 as a private
individual at the invitation of
Prime Minister Levi Eshkol.
Representing Ford, he later
made repeated trips to Israel
to consult with the Israel
Automobile Company, which
was importing vehicles from
England. At the time there
was a small auto assembly
plant owned by South
American investors (probably
Argentinean) that was building bodies for ambulances. Theyleg was involved in dis-
cussions on a proposal to import from England the first Ford Escort K D in boxes, or
kits, to be assembled at the plant. He also consulted on the Escort assembly launching.

From left, Irwin Field, national president of UJA, and
Max Fisher present Henry Ford IT with an award for
distinguished leadership in New York, 1978.
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He took part in the implementation of a viable industrial operation in support of, and
creditable to, the Israeli Export.

Ed Baumgartner, a specialist in truck product development, was another Ford
executive who made several trips to Israel. His tasks were to work with Boxenbaum
defining truck products suitable for Israel and to help identify potential made-in-
Israel parts for U.S. and European truck makers. Julius Harwood, a Ford research
manager, was invited to Israel in 1968 and 1971 by the Robert Szold Center of
Applied Science, a joint activity of the IHebrew University and the Palestine
Endowment Fund. Harwood, who later became a laboratory research director, scien-
tific research staff, was the co-author of two technical reports leading to the
development of a School of Applied Science and Technology at the Hebrew
University.

It may be difficult to separate the contributions of Henry Ford II and the Ford
Motor Company. Suffice it to say that in Henry Ford II, Israel found a warm sup-
porter and in the Ford Motor Company it found a consistent provider of automobiles,
parts, and services over a long stretch of time.

Archival Sources:

Ford Motor Company Archives, Dearborn, MI.

Philip Slomovitz Collection at the Leonard N. Simons Jewish Community Archives, Reuther Library,
Wayne State University, Detroit, MIL

Greenfield Village and Henry Ford Museum Archives, Dearborn, MI
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Alan D. Kandel retived in 1984 from the executive staff of the Jewish
Federation of Metropolitan Detroit. He is a founding member of the Institute for Retired
Professionals of the Jewish Community Center: Kandel has also belped to arrvange a number
of important archival collections and is a meniber of Federation’s History and Archives
Committee. This is bis fourth article for Michigan Jewish History. Kandel reports that the
theme for this avticle was suggested by Stantey N. Meretsky, former president of the Jewish
Historical Society of Michigan.
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Some Rays of Lightin a
Darkened World:

Sports and the Jewish Community in
Depression-Era Detroit

by Bob Greene

n a recent visit back to my hometown, Detroit, I headed in the direction of

Michigan Avenue and Trumbull, site of the people’s shrine: Tiger Stadium. I

had spent some of the best times of my young life there, watching the Tigers,
and later Lions’ football games.

There the old ballpark still stood, a vital link to my past. I first knew it as Navin
Field. In 1912, businessman Frank Navin bought it from Charlie Bennett, who had it
built in 1896 and won an American League pennant in 1908. Navin tore down the
original park and put his name on its successor. Thus it remained until 1938, when
millionaire auto-body manufacturer Walter O. Briggs bought it and named it after
himself. In the 1950s, an ailing Briggs sold the club to John Fetzer, who changed the
name to Tiger Stadium. It retains that name in its dotage until a new, fancier ballpark,

Briggs Stadium in the 1940s.
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“Comerica Park,” opens soon off Woodward Avenue at Witherell and Montcalm.
Imagine, we Tigers and Lions fans have had the same ballpark for almost a century!

Many thousands of Detroiters have thought of the ballpark as a temple or shrine.
It could be said that between 3 p.m. and about 5 p.m. approximately 77 afternoons a
year (in the old days the season was 154 games, all in daytime) more devout prayers
were offered within the block bounded by Trumbull, Michigan Avenue, Cherry (now
Al Kaline Drive), and National (now Cochrane, after Gordon Stanley “Mickey”
Cochrane, player and manager in the 1930s) than in some other houses of worship in
Detroit. The fans’ frenzy increased when the Tigers made it to the World Series, as
they did in 1908, ‘34, ‘35, ‘40, and ‘43, and tickets to the then-25,000 seat stadium
were much harder to get.

The Rays of Light

I have called this recollection of the late 1920s, 1930s, and early 1940s, “Some
Rays of Light in a Darkened World.” America was a darkened world between 1929
and 1945, especially for Jews who observed with growing anxiety the rise of Nazism
in Germany and later throughout Europe. Increasing anti-Semitism in the U.S. raised
fears about personal and community security, while the economic setbacks of the
Depression brought at best frustration, if not grave crises, to those immigrant or first-
generation Jews who were just beginning to experience economic successes. For
Detroit Jews, the “rays of light” were the exceptional successes of their baseball, foot-
ball, and hockey teams during that era, and the emergence of Joe Louis Barrow, a
young boxer from the Brewster Recreation Center in Detroit. Today I still marvel at
how we were sustained and uplifted by the teams and by the successes of baseball’s
Hank Greenberg. Joe Louis’s fights — especially his defeat of the champion James
Braddock in 1937 and his two fights with Max Schmeling, “the German,” in 1936 and
1938 — were emotional events for the entire community. Many Detroiters, especial-
ly Jews and African-Americans (Negroes, as they were called in those days), were
helped through the Depression because sports, more than the struggling family bud-
get, became the dominant theme of their lives. It was the great joiner in civic life
among Detroiters who could not agree on much else.

Detroit’s Jewish community had grown quickly in the first decades of the twenti-
eth century, due in part to Henry Ford’s 1914 announcement of raised wages ($5 for
an eight-hour day!). Thousands of job seekers came to Detroit, including my paternal
grandparents from Czarist Russia and their sons from Manhattan’s Lower East side.
They prospered in the 1920s with a lot of hard work, but like many, their fortune col-
lapsed between 1928 and 1931. There were many pathetic scenes in those Depression
years that shaped the economic and psychological framework of those who lived
through them. Several still leave me shuddering when I recall them. Driving with my
parents one Sunday, we reached the corner of Linwood