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AUTHOR’S NOTE


In a sense this book had been in the works since the summer of 1949, when I was born at Women’s Hospital in Detroit, but the inspiration came on Super Bowl Sunday in early February 2011 as I watched the title game at a bar in midtown Manhattan. At halftime, with the Green Bay Packers on their way to victory, I was caught in the swirl of emotions of an anxious fan and barely paying attention to the studio commentary and commercials. Then I looked up at the screen to see a green freeway sign that said DETROIT. A series of images flashed by in rhythm to a pulsing sound track. Wintry landscape. Smokestacks. Abandoned factories. World-class architecture. The Joe Louis Fist. The Diego Rivera murals Detroit Industry. Ice skaters gliding, runners in hooded sweatshirts pounding onward, determined to keep going. The giant sculpture The Spirit of Detroit. A narrator, his voice confidently embracing the scene: Now we’re from America. But this isn’t New York City, or the Windy City, or Sin City, and it certainly isn’t the Emerald City.

The camera swooped inside a Chrysler 200, leathered warm and black, and there was Marshall Mathers, the rapper known as Eminem, cruising down Woodward Avenue in his hometown, city of my birth, the back beat hypnotic as he approached the Fox Theater and stepped from the sedan and past the golden marquee and walked down the aisle toward a black gospel choir, robed in red and black, their voices rising high and hopeful into the darkness from the floodlit stage. Then silence, and Eminem pointing at the camera: This is the Motor City. This is what we do.

By the time it was over, I was choked up. It took my wife to point out the obvious: this was a commercial, playing on emotion, selling something, image more than reality, and Detroit was a mess, its people struggling. All inarguably true, yet I also realized that my response was real and had been triggered by something deeper than propaganda. I had lived in Detroit for the first six and a half years of my life. My earliest memories were there, in our flat on Dexter Avenue and house near Winterhalter School, where I learned to read and write in an integrated classroom. Hudson’s department store, the Boblo boat, Belle Isle, Briggs Stadium, Vernors ginger ale, the Rouge pool, the Fisher Y, the Ford Rotunda out by the highway on the way to our grandparents’ house in Ann Arbor—these were the primordial places and things of my early consciousness. I’ve spent the rest of my life elsewhere, most of it in the college towns of Madison and Austin and in Washington, D.C., so I’d never thought of myself as a Detroiter. But Detroit came first, and the Chrysler commercial, whatever its intent, got me thinking in another direction.

I had no interest in buying the car; I wanted to write about the city. Detroit’s decay was already in the news, and its eventual bankruptcy was predictable, but its vulnerable condition was something others could analyze. If the Detroit of today had become a symbol of urban deterioration, it seemed important not to forget its history and a legacy that offered so many reasons to pull for its recovery. The story of Detroit was not just about the life and times of one city. The automobile, music, labor, civil rights, the middle class—so much of what defines our society and culture can be traced to Detroit, either made there or tested there or strengthened there. I wanted to illuminate a moment in time when Detroit seemed to be glowing with promise, and to appreciate its vital contributions to American life. To tell the story, I chose to go back not to the fifties, when my family lived there, but once again to the sixties, a decade I’ve explored in various ways in many of my books. It was not intentional, but as I was finishing, I came to think of Once in a Great City as the middle text in a sixties trilogy, filling the gap in time and theme between Rome 1960, about the sports and politics of the Summer Olympics, and They Marched into Sunlight, dealing with the Vietnam war and the antiwar movement in 1967.

The city itself is the main character in this urban biography, though its populace includes many larger-than-life figures—from car guy Henry Ford II to labor leader Walter Reuther; from music mogul Berry Gordy Jr. to the Reverend C. L. Franklin, the spectacular Aretha’s father—who take Detroit’s stage one after another and eventually fill it.

The chronology here covers eighteen months, from the fall of 1962 to the spring of 1964. Cars were selling at a record pace. Motown was rocking. Labor was strong. People were marching for freedom. The president was calling Detroit a “herald of hope.” It was a time of uncommon possibility and freedom when Detroit created wondrous and lasting things. But life can be luminescent when it is most vulnerable. There was a precarious balance during those crucial months between composition and decomposition, what the world gained and what a great city lost. Even then, some part of Detroit was dying, and that is where the story begins.



Chapter 1




GONE
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THE NINTH OF NOVEMBER 1962 was unseasonably pleasant in the Detroit area. It was an accommodating day for holiday activity at the Ford Rotunda, where a company of workmen were installing exhibits for the Christmas Fantasy scheduled to open just after Thanksgiving. Not far from a main lobby display of glistening next-model Ford Thunderbirds and Galaxies and Fairlanes and one-of-a-kind custom dream cars, craftsmen were constructing a life-size Nativity scene and a Santa’s North Pole workshop surrounded by looping tracks of miniature trains and bountiful bundles of toys. This quintessentially American harmonic convergence of religiosity and consumerism was expected to attract more than three-quarters of a million visitors before the season was out, and for a generation of children it would provide a lifetime memory—walking past the live reindeer Donner and Blitzen, up the long incline toward a merry band of hardworking elves, and finally reaching Santa Claus and his commodious lap.

The Ford Rotunda was circular in an automotive manufacturing kind of way. It was shaped like an enormous set of grooved transmission gears, one fitting neatly inside the next, rising first 80 then 90 then 100 then 110 feet, to the equivalent of ten stories. Virtually windowless, with its steel frame and exterior sheath of Indiana limestone, this unusual structure was the creation of Albert Kahn, the prolific architect of Detroit’s industrial age. Kahn had designed it for the Century of Progress exposition in Chicago, where Ford’s 1934 exhibit hall chronicled the history of transportation from the horse-drawn carriage to the latest Ford V-8. When that Depression-era fair shuttered, workers dismantled the Rotunda and moved it from the south side shore of Lake Michigan to Dearborn, on the southwest rim of Detroit, where it was reconstructed to serve as a showroom and visitors center across from what was then Ford Motor Company’s world headquarters. Later two wings were added, one to hold Ford’s archives and the other for a theater.

In the fullness of the postwar fifties, with the rise of suburbs and two-car garages and urban freeways and the long-distance federal interstate system, millions of Americans paid homage to Detroit’s grand motor palace. For a time, the top five tourist attractions in the United States were Niagara Falls, the Great Smokey Mountains National Park, the Smithsonian Institution, the Lincoln Memorial, and the Ford Rotunda. The Rotunda drew more visitors than Yellowstone, Mount Vernon, the Statue of Liberty, or the Washington Monument. Or so the Ford publicists claimed. Chances are you have not heard of it.

To appreciate what the Rotunda and its environs signified then to Detroiters, a guide would be useful, and for this occasion Robert C. Ankony fills the role. Ankony (who went on to become an army paratrooper and narcotics squad officer, eventually earning a PhD in sociology from Wayne State University) was fourteen in November 1962, a chronic juvenile delinquent who specialized in torching garages. Desperate to avoid drudgery and boredom, he knew the Rotunda the way a disaffected boy might know it. Along with the Penobscot Building, the tallest skyscraper downtown, the Rotunda was among his favorite places to hang out when he played hooky, something he did as often as possible, including on that late fall Friday morning.

“The Highway” is what Ankony and his friends called the area where they lived in the southwest corner of Detroit. The highway was West Vernor, a thoroughfare that ran east through the neighborhood toward Michigan Central Station, the grand old beaux arts train depot, and west into adjacent Dearborn toward Ford’s massive River Rouge Complex, another Albert Kahn creation and the epicenter of Ford’s manufacturing might. In Detroit Industry, the legendary twenty-seven-panel murals at the Detroit Institute of Arts painted by Diego Rivera and commissioned by Edsel Ford, the founder’s son, among the few distinguishable portraits within the scenes of muscular Ford machines and workers is that of Kahn, wearing wire-rim glasses and work overalls. Ankony experienced Detroit industry with all of his senses: the smoke and dust and smells drifted downwind in the direction of his family’s house two miles away on Woodmere at the edge of Patton Park. His mother, Ruth, who could see the smokestacks from her rear window, hosed the factory soot off her front porch every day. What others considered a noxious odor the Ankonys and their neighbors would describe as the smell of home.

On the morning of November 9, young Bob reported to Wilson Junior High, found another boy who was his frequent collaborator in truancy, and hatched plans for the day. After homeroom, they pushed through the double doors with the horizontal brass panic bars, ran across the school grounds and over a two-foot metal fence, scooted down the back alley, and were free, making their way to West Vernor and out toward Ford country.

It was a survival course on the streets, enlivened by the thrill of avoiding the cops. Slater’s bakery for day-old doughnuts, claw-shaped with date fillings, three cents apiece. Scrounging curbs and garbage cans for empty soda bottles and turning them in for two cents each. If they had enough pennies, maybe go for a dog at the Coney Island on Vernor. Rounding the curve where Vernor turned to Dix, past the Dearborn Mosque and the Arab storefronts of east Dearborn. (Ankony’s parents were Lebanese and French; he grew up being called a camel jockey and “little A-rab.”) Fooling around at the massive slag piles near Eagle Pass. Dipping down into the tunnel leading toward the Rouge, leaning over a walkway railing and urinating on cars passing below, then up past the factory bars, Salamie’s and Johnny’s, and filching lunches in white cardboard boxes from the ledge of a sandwich shop catering to autoworkers on shift change. Skirting the historic overpass at Miller Road near Rouge’s Gate 4, where on an afternoon in late May 1937 Walter Reuther and his fellow union organizers were beaten by Ford security goons, a violent encounter that Ankony’s father, who grew up only blocks away, told his family he had witnessed. Gazing in awe at the Rouge plant’s fearsomely majestic industrial landscape from the bridge at Rotunda Road, then on to the Rotunda itself, where workmen were everywhere, not only inside installing the Christmas displays but also outside repairing the roof.

To Ankony, the Rotunda was a wonderland. No worries about truant officers; every day brought school groups, so few would take notice of two stray boys. With other visitors, including on that day a school group from South Bend, they took in the new car displays and a movie about Henry Ford, then blended in with the crowd for a factory tour that left by bus from the side of the Rotunda over to the Rouge plant, then the largest industrial complex in the United States. Ankony had toured the Rouge often, yet the flow of molten metal, the intricacies of the engine plant, the mechanized perfection of the assembly, all the different-colored car parts coming down the line and matching up, the wonder of raw material going in and a finished product coming out, the reality of scenes depicted in Rivera’s murals, thrilled him anew every time. The Rouge itself energized him even as Rivera’s famed murals frightened him. The art, more than the place itself, reminded him of the gray, mechanized life of a factory worker “in those dark dungeons” that seemed expected of a working-class Detroit boy and that he so much yearned to avoid.

When the Rouge tour ended in early afternoon, Ankony and his pal had had enough of Ford for the day and left for a shoplifting spree at the nearby Montgomery Ward store at the corner of Schaefer Road and Michigan Avenue, across the street from Dearborn’s city hall. They were in the basement sporting goods department, checking out ammo and firearms, when they heard a siren outside, then another, a cacophony of wailing fire trucks and screeching police cars. The boys scrambled up and out and saw smoke billowing in the distance. Fire!—and they didn’t start it. Fire in the direction of the Rotunda. They raced toward it.

Roof repairmen since midmorning had been taking advantage of the fifty-degree weather to waterproof the Rotunda’s geodesic dome panels. Using propane heaters, they had been warming a transparent sealant so that it would spray more easily. At around 1 p.m., a heater ignited sealant vapors, sparking a small fire, and though workmen tried to douse the flames with extinguishers they could not keep pace and the fire spread. The South Bend school group had just left the building. Another tour for thirty-five visitors was soon to begin. There was a skeleton staff of eighteen office workers inside; many Rotunda employees were at lunch. A parking lot guard noticed the flames and radioed inside. Alarm bells were sounded, the building was evacuated, the roof repairmen crab-walked to a hatch and scrambled down an inside stairwell, and the Dearborn and Ford fire departments were summoned, their sirens piercing the autumn air, alerting, among others, two truant boys in the Monkey Ward’s basement.

By the time firefighters reached the Rotunda, the entire roof, made of highly combustible plastic and fiberglass, was ablaze. Two aerial trucks circled around to the rear driveway. From the other side, firefighters and volunteers stretched hoses from Schaefer Road and moved forward cautiously. It was too hot, and the water pressure too limited, to douse the fire with sprays up and over the 110 feet to the roof. The structure’s steel frame began to buckle. At 1:56, fire captains ordered their men away from the building, just in time. Robert Dawson, who worked in the Lincoln-Mercury building across the street, looked over and saw a “ball of fire” on the roof but at first no flames below. “Suddenly the roof crashed through. Everything inside turned to flame. Smoke began sifting through the limestone walls. Then, starting at the north corner, the walls crumbled. It was as though you had stacked dominoes and pushed them over.” The fire had reached the Christmas displays, fresh and potent kindling, and raged out of control, bright flames now shooting fifty feet into the sky. The entire building collapsed in a shuddering roar, a whirlwind of hurtling limestone and concrete and dust.
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Fire officials, aided by a prevailing northeast wind, concentrated on saving the north wing, where the Ford archives were stored. The south wing was already gone, its 388-seat theater a crisped shell. At the perimeter, Bob Ankony and his buddy angled for a closer look. “There were a bunch of security guys there trying to keep us back. One guy, we were pushing him to get past. We wanted to get right up to the fire,” Ankony recalled. “I was into burning garages. We had torched garages with cars in them. Now we just wanted to see cars on fire. We were youths and stupid.” The security guard held them back. The boys picked up chunks of rock and dirt and started throwing them at the guard. This attracted the attention of some nearby Dearborn cops, who took the teenagers into custody and hauled them to the police station.

For days thereafter, Ankony and his pal held exalted status among the Cabot Street Boys, the gang of young delinquents in his southwest Detroit neighborhood. Word spread that they had taken their petty arson up several notches and burned down the great Rotunda. The more they denied it, the more they were disbelieved.

The rest of Detroit was mourning the loss. In his “Town Crier” column, Mark Beltaire of the Free Press, who as a teenager had visited the original Rotunda pavilion at the fair in Chicago, wrote, “Tears for a building? Of course, and many when such as the Ford Rotunda dies. Over the years the Rotunda acquired a special personality all its own. It was known and recognized by people who had never been inside. They were aware of the Rotunda especially by night, even while driving many miles away.” Another columnist wrote that the Rotunda “had stood for more than a quarter century as testimony to Detroit’s industrial eminence. Its history was wrapped inextricably with that of the modern automotive industry.” The Rotunda’s manager, John G. Mullaly, who had been on leave to organize Ford Motor Company pavilions at the Seattle and New York World’s Fairs, returned to tour the charred remains with the manager of the Christmas program. Fifteen million dollars up in smoke, a holiday tradition ruined, and a symbol of the Motor City’s might in ashes, the visitor count permanently capped at 13,189,694. Mullaly and his boss, Henry Ford II, would not say so publicly yet, but it was obvious that the Ford Rotunda could not and would not be rebuilt. Something was forever gone.
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•  •  •

Late that same afternoon, as firefighters hosed down the remains of the Rotunda, George Edwards, commissioner of the Detroit Police Department, sat twelve miles away at 1300 Beaubien, waiting anxiously for his desk phone to ring. The address was literal and figurative: 1300 Beaubien was police headquarters and also shorthand for cop brass. The ten-story building was yet another Albert Kahn creation, hulking on a city block between Clinton and Macomb. Edwards had been at his job less than a year. He had stepped down from the Michigan Supreme Court and taken the top cop job at the behest of Detroit’s new mayor, Jerome Cavanagh, a liberal Catholic acolyte of President Kennedy, and was tasked with reforming the force, making it more citizen-friendly, improving its relationship with the city’s black population, or “Negro community,” as it was called then. “It may well be that in the next several years the greatest contribution that I can make lies in seeking to resolve the dangerous tensions which threaten Detroit, and in seeking to make the Constitution a living document in one of our great cities,” Edwards wrote to a close friend in a letter explaining the “improbable sequence of events” that led him to take the position. But even with that idealistic vision, his primary job as commissioner, always, was to fight crime, and the word he now so anxiously awaited dealt with the complicated nexus of those two missions.

The phone call finally came three and a half hours later, at 8:30 that night. Senior Inspector Art Sage, head of the vice squad, was on the other end of the line. “Boss, we got it,” Sage reported triumphantly. “We got the whole schmozzle.”

The whole schmozzle in this case was the gambling operation run out of the Gotham Hotel, long known to local cops and feds as the iron fortress of the numbers racket in Detroit. In the late afternoon dimness, two Department of Street Railways buses had pulled up to the establishment off John R Street at 111 Orchestra Place. The doors whooshed open, and out stormed 112 men wielding fire axes, crowbars, and sledgehammers from a joint task force of Detroit police, Michigan state police, and the intelligence unit of the Internal Revenue Service. The first officers off the bus also carried a warrant to search the entire hotel. Never before had they been able to obtain such a sweeping search warrant; for previous raids, of a more modest scale, they had had to ask for legal authority to search one room, two or three at most, and had been foiled by the gamblers, who protected their fortress with a sophisticated system of internal security monitors, alarms, and spies working inside the hotel and circling the nearby streets with two-way radios.

This time a federal undercover agent was planted inside for the single purpose of beating the desk clerk to the alarm buzzer, which he succeeded in doing. With a plan, an expansive warrant, and a full raiding company eager to go, the odds seemed better that the law would find what it was after. “They broke in here like members of the Notre Dame football team,” John J. White, the Gotham’s proprietor, told a sympathetic reporter from the Michigan Chronicle. In its headline of the raid, Detroit’s leading black newspaper inserted the word “raging” before “football team.”

The Gotham was not just any hotel. In its day, it was the cultural and social epicenter of black Detroit. John White was a capitalist success story, a small-town kid from Gallipolis, Ohio, who came to the big city with his siblings after his mother died, hovered around the gamblers and off-books financiers of Hastings Street, and eventually acquired enough money to buy the hotel in 1943. At a time when that section of town—not far from Wayne State University, one block from Woodward Avenue, and a short walk from Orchestra Hall—was mostly white, he extended the perimeter of the historically black district known as Paradise Valley. The Gotham, two solid brick towers connected in the middle with a penthouse on top, had once been the grand personal residence of Albert D. Hartz, who made his millions selling medical supplies. It was built for him by—who else?—architect Albert Kahn.

To walk into the Gotham on any day for most of the two decades after White took over was to enter a hall of fame of black culture. Everyone had stayed there. On the wall behind the front desk were signed photographs of Jackie Robinson, Joe Louis, Adam Clayton Powell, and the Ink Spots. The Brown Bomber, who had grown up in Detroit from age twelve, became a breakfast regular in the Gotham’s Ebony Room, ordering five scrambled eggs with ketchup and a bone-in steak. The hotel’s front counter had been built by Berry Gordy Sr., a jack-of-all-trades and father of the namesake president of Motown Records. Berry Gordy Jr.’s four older sisters—and soon enough all of Motown’s women singers—were taught etiquette, posture, and social graces by Maxine Powell, who stayed at the Gotham for many years and held classes there. On a wall behind the thickly cushioned leather chairs in the lobby were color portraits of Sugar Ray Robinson, Judge Wade McCree, Congressman Charles Diggs Jr., and other black notables. John Conyers Jr., a young lawyer who would go on to join Diggs in Congress, made his way through Wayne State University Law School by selling Filter Queen vacuum cleaners; his biggest sale was to John White and the Gotham housekeeping staff. The Gotham deal was of such note, Conyers recalled, that it was reported in the following Wednesday’s edition of the Michigan Chronicle. The leading black businessmen in Detroit gathered regularly at the hotel in formal-wear for events of the Gotham Club, distinguished fellows who were also lifetime members of the Detroit branch of the NAACP.

Employees at the Gotham were instructed to follow John White’s courtesy code, which was printed and posted on every floor: Never argue with a guest. It is never enough to be pleasant only with our guests. Spread it around among your fellow workers also. Guests judge our hotel by the three C’s: courtesy, cheerfulness, and cordiality. Make it obvious you like people. Try to be tolerant toward the grouch and tactful with the impatient guest. A cheerful “Glad to see you, sir,” or “It’s nice to have you back with us madam,” has made many a hotel cash register ring with repeat business. (The Gordy family was connected to the courtesy code as well: the posters were printed by the Gordy Printing Company run by Fuller Gordy, Berry Jr.’s oldest brother.)

The poet Langston Hughes took note of the courtesies and other refinements at the Gotham in a 1949 column published in the Chicago Defender. “There is a kind of miracle taking place in Detroit,” he wrote. “For this miracle good Catholics would thank Saint Christopher, the patron saint of travelers. I, as a good race man, thank whatever gods there be for the wonder of it all. This miracle I speak of is the Hotel Gotham, owned, managed and staffed by Negroes. The Hotel Gotham is one of the few Negro hotels in America where the dresser drawers open without a struggle, and where when you get them open they are not filled with the debris of all the guests who have occupied the room before you got there—hairpiece, spilled powder, comic books, cigarette butts, waste paper. It is one of the few Negro hotels where the closet shelves are neatly dusted and clean, and there are no beer bottles in odd corners that the maids have forgotten to remove, and no discarded bed springs leaning against the walls in the halls.”

Who knew that the great bard could also be a combination of city health inspector and Leona Helmsley? In any case, the attributes of the Gotham that he so admired were shared by many other notables. Sammy Davis Jr. rented the entire fifth and sixth floors during stays in Detroit. B. B. King got married in room 609. Goose Tatum of the Harlem Globetrotters stayed in room 603. Louis Armstrong’s valet would wash fifty handkerchiefs a night in the hotel’s laundry. Duke Ellington, Billy Eckstine, Dizzy Gillespie, Billie Holiday, Josephine Baker, Ella Fitzgerald, Count Basie, Carmen McRae, Cab Calloway, Dinah Washington, and Nat King Cole enjoyed the luxury of the Gotham when they were performing at the Paradise Theater down the street or at the Flame Show Bar on John R. Many of them were chauffeured to the Gotham and around town in the back of a black Chrysler limousine driven by Papa Dee, a pint-size escort with long black-and-silver hair who dressed like Wyatt Earp. The Reverend C. L. Franklin, Detroit’s flashiest and most entertaining preacher over at New Bethel Baptist, once kept an office at the Gotham, and he and his daughters, Erma, Carolyn, and Aretha, often took meals in the Ebony Room, whose world-class chef, Arthur Madison, was revered for, among other reasons, his delicious cheesecake and pastries known as Gotham rolls.

Martin Luther King Jr. stayed at the Gotham in the late summer of 1959 and wrote a thank-you letter dated September 25 after returning from a vacation in Hawaii: “Dear Mr. White, This is just a note to say how delighted I was to have the opportunity of meeting you on my recent visit to Detroit and being in your beautiful hotel. I certainly appreciate all of the courtesies that you extended, and I was greatly impressed by your concern for, and dedication to the ideas that we must all work to realize.”

During his meeting with King, White broached the idea of placing a copy of one of the civil rights leader’s books in every room to go along with the traditional top-drawer Bible. In a follow-up letter to King’s thank-you note, White reported that the deed had been accomplished: “Dear Rev. King, We finally received our order for the books and have placed them in the rooms. They have been well received and we have received many compliments from our guests regarding the selection of Stride Toward Freedom. I enjoyed your philosophy so much that I felt the book must be passed on. I have sent a copy to the Police Department to be placed in their library.”

And now here came those police barging into the Gotham with fire axes and crowbars and sledgehammers. Inspector Sage and Anthony Getto of the IRS had worked out the plan the night before at the federal building. They calculated that more than $15 million in illegal operations flowed through the hotel each year, most of it in numbers, and they were finally going to crack what was described as “one of America’s largest non-taxpaying enterprises.” Extra federal officers were flown to Detroit overnight to supplement the local cops. They divided into squads, each squad assigned a floor of the hotel. Although the agent stationed in the lobby beforehand managed to outrace a gambling spy to the alarm buzzer, a quick-thinking Gotham regular cut off power to the elevators soon after the first officers bum-rushed the front door. One squad raced to the tenth-floor penthouse, where a private club was operating, and interrupted a dice game with at least $5,000 in cash on the felt table. But when a club member demanded to see a search warrant, two officers had to clamber all the way down the stairs to the first floor to retrieve it, then huff and puff back to the top.

The proprietor was detained in his office. White, who had been honored with a Man of Distinction award in 1956 for advancing race relations and providing jobs in Detroit’s black community, knew many of the officers and was on cordial terms with the department, but the exchange of pleasantries now covered a high-stakes confrontation. He later claimed that he would have given the police a pass key to every room had they asked for one, but instead they were “smashing everything in sight,” floor by floor, axing their way into all 171 rooms. A reporter who had been tipped to the raid described how officers “started breaking down every door. Hallways were littered with splintered doors hanging from hinges.”

Along with the penthouse, Sage and Getto and their men were interested in the corner suites, where their intelligence indicated that numbers runners would be counting the daily take. The suites were mostly empty, no runners caught in the act, but abundant clues remained. Commissioner Edwards had been fixated on the Gotham all year, since he had received an anonymous letter the previous January documenting the hotel’s sophisticated gambling operation. He came to believe, he said later, that “stopping gambling at the Gotham was mandatory for the reputation of the city, the reputation of the police department, and for the reputation of the police commissioner.” Now, on his first visit after the raid, he saw the evidence, including fifteen pairs of loaded dice and several decks of marked cards. “In the largest room of [each] suite, a number of tables had been pulled together and covered with felt to make them a large working area for processing ‘the business’—the bet slips and the tabulations. In each there were adding or calculating machines to automate the process. The windows were carefully blanketed to exclude any shred of daylight. Liquid refreshments [were evident] for lightening the labors. Impressive evidence of the volume of business done was provided by the linen closets. In place of blankets, sheets, and pillow cases, these contained boxes of coin wrappers—more coin wrappers than I have ever seen in a bank.”

Forty-one people were arrested. John White and eight associates who were believed to run the numbers operation were charged with failing to buy federal gambling stamps, while the others faced lesser state gambling charges. A professional safecracker was brought in to drill open several safes and after a few dry holes hit a jackpot of $49,222. The neat stacks of betting slips and other documents they recovered reaffirmed the contention of vice experts that among the bettors were thousands of Detroit factory workers playing ten to fifteen dollars a week on the numbers.

After being released on a $10,000 bond, White returned to the Gotham and drew up a list of damages and grievances. To a Chronicle reporter he described the raid as “a needless and uncalled for binge” that produced little. He took photographs of the damages and accused the officers of consuming his whiskey, soda, milk, and food. He canvassed employees and residents and charged that many personal items were missing, including six transistor radios, two binoculars, and a motion picture projector. The chef, Arthur Madison, said that his room was destroyed by the raid, the door axed, his dressers ransacked, and clothes strewn on the floor. Maybelle Moore, the hotel manicurist, reported seven dollars missing from her cash box.

White also claimed that adding machines and accounting slips found in one room were items a friend and hotel tenant had brought to the Gotham after his gasoline station at the corner of Brady and John R had been leveled in the name of urban renewal. The excuse would not hold, but the role of urban renewal in the raid was undeniable. Over the previous several years, in the name of progress, the city powers that be—politicians, planners, developers, construction magnates, and financiers—had overseen the demolition of large swaths of old black Detroit. Hastings Street, its vibrant, seedy heart, had been obliterated, making way for the Chrysler Freeway. The word on the street for what was going on was not urban renewal but “Negro removal.”

Now the Gotham was designated for demolition to make way for a hospital parking garage. A federal judge had granted the sweeping search warrant precisely because the hotel’s fate was assumed and the place was being emptied. When White complained to the law-enforcement raiders that they were destroying the Gotham, they responded by telling him not to worry, that the medical center was going to take his property anyway. The hotel that Langston Hughes had declared a miracle, that fed Joe Louis his eggs and steak, that displayed Martin Luther King’s civil rights book in every room was giving way to change, for better and worse. Some part of Detroit was dying at the Gotham with every swing of the ax and blow from a sledgehammer, as surely as it was dying twelve miles away, where young Bob Ankony watched an inferno render the Ford Rotunda into smoldering ruins on that same November day.



Chapter 2




ASK NOT

ONE MONTH EARLIER, at 10:55 on the morning of October 7, Raymond Murray was stationed at the west entrance of the Sheraton Cadillac hotel when the president of the United States walked out toward a rippling sea of people stretching two blocks down Washington Boulevard. Murray was a rookie cop, sprung from the army and just a month out of the police academy, still living with his mother on Mansfield Street on Detroit’s west side. He had finished first in his academy class on the scholastic tests, but it was his lack of seniority rather than apparent potential that got him assigned to the presidential detail when he reported for roll call that morning at 1300 Beaubien. He did not have a squad car and walked the mile from headquarters to the hotel. Sheraton Cadillac was the official name—it had been part of the chain for a decade by then—but Book Cadillac is what many people in Detroit called it, ever since the Book brothers opened it in the twenties as the largest hotel in America.

With its 1,200 rooms, four restaurants, capacious ballrooms, and dark, plush gentlemen’s bar, the Book Cadillac was to establishment Detroit what the Gotham Hotel had been to black Detroit, a fulcrum of culture, sports, society, and political power, the place to stay and be seen. Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn lodged there when filming Frank Capra’s State of the Union. American League teams booked the Book when they came to play the Tigers. It was at the Book on May 2, 1939, that Lou Gehrig, the Iron Horse, feeling the incipient effects of his as-yet-undiagnosed amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, went up to the room of his manager and asked to be scratched from the Yankees lineup after playing in 2,130 straight games. Elvis and Sinatra and Presidents Hoover, FDR, and Truman made it their Detroit hotel of choice, and now President John F. Kennedy was staying there.

He had arrived the night before on the second stop of a political swing through the Midwest. This was JFK’s first visit as president, but Detroit and nearby Ann Arbor held special meaning in his rise as places where he formulated some of the rhetoric and promise of his New Frontier. He had launched his 1960 general election campaign with a Labor Day speech to sixty thousand Detroiters who filled Cadillac Square and heard him recite an early and less poetic variation of what would become the immortal “ask not” line of his inaugural address: “The new frontier is not what I promise I am going to do for you. The new frontier is what I ask you to do for our country.” Six weeks later, at two in the morning, after landing in Detroit, Kennedy made his way to Ann Arbor and greeted ten thousand students waiting for him outside the University of Michigan Union. There, in an impromptu speech, he first broached the notion of what would become the Peace Corps. “How many of you, who are going to be doctors, are willing to spend your days in Ghana?” he asked. “Technicians or engineers, how many of you are willing to work in the foreign service and spend your lives traveling around the world?” The answer came back with resounding affirmation when thousands of Michigan students signed a petition saying they were ready to serve their country peacefully abroad.

No unforgettable rhetoric or grand ideas were planned for this return trip. Upon arrival at Detroit Metropolitan Airport the night before, JFK declared that Michigan had “its best years ahead,” then spent a few hours in the hotel’s presidential suite granting audiences to local officials, including Mayor Cavanagh, a promising JFK disciple, and Police Commissioner Edwards, who was in the running for appointment to the federal bench. The suite was open for visitors again in the morning. First came Michigan’s governor, John Burley Swainson, who shared a story of World War II bravery with the naval hero president; Swainson had earned France’s Croix de Guerre at age nineteen after losing both legs in a land-mine explosion while fighting near Metz with the 95th Infantry, part of Patton’s army. He had won the statehouse on the ticket with JFK in 1960, but now his brief two-year term was in jeopardy as he trailed in polls against the Rambler man, George Romney, who had entered politics after making his name as president of American Motors Corporation, Detroit’s upstart car company.

Soon a more intriguing guest carrying a bouquet of roses was ushered into the room, a lithe twenty-year-old dancer named Emese Szklenkay. The president took the young woman’s hand. “Glad to meet you. I’ve read about you in the papers,” he said. “How do you do?” Emese responded softly, in Hungarian. She had been with her Hungarian dance troupe performing in Paris two weeks earlier when she slipped away from her communist handlers, into freedom, an act of derring-do arranged by Michigan relatives and witnessed by a reporter from the Free Press. Detroit had an established Hungarian population centered in Delray, an industrialized section of the city’s southwest corner, not far from Bob Ankony’s neighborhood, that grew with a second wave of immigrants after the failed 1956 revolution. Emese asked the president to accept her roses as “a token of hope of the Hungarian people for freedom.” He took them and suggested that they pose for pictures. As she left the room, she turned back and wished Kennedy good luck, in English.

A few minutes later, the president was striding out the Washington Boulevard entrance, smiling as he passed Raymond Murray, the rookie cop. Murray’s instructions had been to stand guard outside the hotel along with other officers assigned to the presidential detail and look for unusual activity in the area. He did not have a mobile radio. If anything came up, he would have to pass it along by word of mouth. There were no incidents, but one impression from that day stayed with him. As Murray scanned the cityscape from the hotel entrance, he kept thinking that “someone could easily shoot from one of the many tall buildings in the downtown area and kill the president.”

The Cass Tech band, from the most illustrious public high school music program in a city of music, played the march song “Harvardiana” as Kennedy made his way to the speakers stand. Police Commissioner Edwards stood nearby. JFK seemed in a buoyant mood, noted Tom Wicker, who covered the White House for the New York Times and was on the press bus for the Midwest swing. Congress had just passed the Trade Expansion Act, sweeping legislation—to that point the administration’s most significant achievement—that started to break down long-standing tariff walls at home and abroad. The bill was on its way to the president for a signing ceremony in the Fish Room soon after JFK returned to Washington. He had made a point of calling it bipartisan, and in Detroit it had the support of two nationally powerful figures who were more often adversaries, Walter Reuther of the UAW and Henry Ford II of Ford Motor Company. Reuther was more sympathetic to free trade than many labor leaders. He called opponents of the Kennedy measure shortsighted, unable to see that it would lead to greater efficiencies of production and economic growth. But many Republicans had opposed it, and in his speech outside the Sheraton Cadillac, for the first time, Kennedy wielded the trade issue as a partisan weapon, saying, “A majority of the Republicans from this state, a majority of the Republican leadership, opposed our bill to make it possible for Detroit to sell cars in Europe.”

The president chose a different angle of attack against Romney, who, like other car guys, as they called themselves, supported the trade expansion bill, believing it would be good for their industry. Armed with background memos from his political advisers, JFK understood that Romney was favored to defeat Swainson and that he would do so in a Democratic state by appealing heavily to independent voters. “One of the most interesting political phenomena of our times is to see Republican candidates in various states who run for office and say, ‘Elect the man,’ ” Kennedy told his Detroit audience. “You can’t find the word Republican on their literature, and I don’t blame them. But we write the word ‘Democrat’ in large letters because the Democratic party stands for progress.”

It was a sun-splashed autumn morning, and Kennedy basked in the glow after his speech, at one point rising from the back of the parked presidential limousine, a 1963 white Lincoln Continental provided by Ford, and waving to the multitudes before he and Governor Swainson embarked on a twelve-mile zigzag through the Democratic heart of the city, mostly black and East European ethnic precincts. They rode up Cass and across to Woodward near the Fox Theater, then northward on Woodward past Wayne State University and the noble bookend edifices of the Detroit Institute of Arts and Detroit Public Library, all the way to the block-wide fortress of General Motors, topped with its Corinthian colonnade, another Albert Kahn legacy, turning right at East Grand and taking the boulevard across toward the Polish Catholic enclave of Hamtramck and up through the northeast side. Police officials estimated that as many as a hundred thousand people lined the route. Commissioner Edwards, who rode in a backup car, later described Kennedy’s reception in a letter to a friend in Washington, exclaiming that “the crowds which greeted him on the streets were the largest and most enthusiastic which I have ever seen since I first came to Detroit in 1936.” They seemed most effusive along Joseph Campau Street in Hamtramck, with another cluster awaiting the president’s arrival at City Airport, the small municipally owned field where JFK and his party would depart by helicopter for Flint and Muskegon.

Raymond Brennan, an engineer in the trim department at Chrysler Corporation, was in the airport swarm along with his two boys, Terry and James. Twenty minutes earlier, they had watched the motorcade glide by on Woodward, then drove directly to the airport for another glimpse. When the caravan approached, they scrambled for a better view, climbing atop a narrow pipe that ran horizontally three feet aboveground next to a five-foot iron fence with ornamental spikes. They were leaning over the fence when the pipe buckled and broke under their weight, sending Brennan and one of his sons directly into the spikes, which pierced their ribs. With the crowd’s focus on JFK, no one noticed their predicament or heard their screams for about thirty seconds, a seeming eternity. Finally some spectators saw them and extricated them from the fence. Ambulances were arriving to take them to the hospital when the president’s helicopter disappeared on the horizon. By the time Kennedy got word of the incident, the Brennans were out of the hospital, recuperating at home. He sent them a note and autographed photos for the sons.

Kennedy was much in demand in Detroit that fall. The plan was for him to return on November 1, five days before the election, for more campaigning. Henry Ford II had tried to lure him back before that for the opening of the Detroit Auto Show, but three visits to the city within a month were deemed too many by the White House political and scheduling staffs. They chose the campaign trips over the car show and offered Vice President Johnson to the auto group instead. This was a close call, since Ford, a lifelong Republican, seemed on the verge of coming over to the Kennedy side.

Henry Ford II and JFK were the same age, both born in 1917. Ford was at Hotchkiss when Kennedy was at Choate; Ford was at Yale when Kennedy was at Harvard. The Manhattan upper-crust Catholic parents of Ford’s wife, Anne McDonnell, were friends of the Kennedys. Kathleen Kennedy, Jack’s closest sister, known as Kick, had been a bridesmaid at Henry and Anne’s wedding in 1940 (eight years before she died in a plane crash in France), and JFK once courted Anne’s sister, Charlotte McDonnell. Ford told an oral historian later that he knew Kennedy so well that once, during a visit to the Oval Office, the president took him in a back room and showed him secret U-2 reconnaissance photos. So far during his presidency, Kennedy had called on Ford several times. Along with Reuther, he served on the president’s twenty-one-member labor-management advisory committee “to promote collective bargaining, industrial peace, sound wage and price policies and higher living standards.” During the summer of 1962, Kennedy had asked Lem Billings, his prep school roommate and first friend, to persuade Ford to lead a business committee to help fund a national cultural center in Washington, what later became the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts. Ford was already providing the White House with limousines on terms the president described in a thank-you letter as “a very favorable lease system” and now assigned the company’s top Washington lobbyist, Rod Markley, to do whatever the administration asked concerning the cultural center plans.

Could Kennedy pry the best-known business executive in the country away from the Republicans? Ford had endorsed Romney, his industry rival, for governor, arguing that “after fourteen years of Democratic rule, with the UAW calling the shots, it’s about time we had a change.” But the presidency might be different. In a telegram earlier that year to Henry and Anne’s debutante daughter, Charlotte, who was celebrating her twenty-first birthday at the 21 Club in Manhattan, Kennedy noted wryly, “I hope you will count this an appropriate time to reconsider whatever political advice you may so far have received. Happy twenty-first birthday, John F. Kennedy.” Whether Kennedy knew it when he climbed into the helicopter at City Airport and whirled away from Detroit that noonday in October, the family advice Charlotte was receiving might have been more to his liking. Her father was thinking that he had “made a mistake with Jack” by not supporting him more openly. Not only did he enjoy Kennedy personally, but he was feeling optimistic about the country’s economic condition. After a downward turn from the midfifties, life seemed flush again in Detroit. At least the auto industry was back and booming.



Chapter 3




THE SHOW

THERE WAS THE show, but first there was the show before the show. First the car guys showed off to one another; then they showed their new cars to the public. The mood of the car guys depended on the excitement level of the public for their cars, and when their show before the show began on October 18, a Thursday evening, the prospects for the larger event, the 1962 Detroit Auto Show, seemed unparalleled.

Nineteen sixty-two was rounding out as the second-best car year ever, and in October so far sales were moving at a faster pace than in any single month in history. The outlook for the next year was only better. Earlier that day, Ford boasted that it was increasing production over the next two months by twenty-eight thousand cars based on the record early sales of new models. General Motors sounded equally bullish, its factories in full gear. Chrysler was bringing back six hundred idled workers to boost output, and American Motors plants were humming six days a week, two shifts.

The Motor City had an intoxicating buzz. The Today show was in town broadcasting live each morning with Hugh Downs and Jack Lescoulie, and NBC News was also preparing a prime-time Sunday special narrated by Chet Huntley. Look magazine, just reaching newsstands, had devoted its cover to the gleaming, wide-mouthed grilles of 1963 cars. Goodyear’s pug-nosed blimp was puttering overhead, a blinking billboard encouraging the local populace to make plans to see the show. Even the U.S. State Department was into boosterism, its chief of protocol encouraging foreign visitors to put Detroit on their itineraries. And here, at Ford Auditorium, the royal court of the automobile empire and related industry barons were gathering for a gala invitational concert featuring the Detroit Symphony Orchestra. Detroit wanted to think of itself as a city of national and international stature, the center of the modern industrial world, and this was the celebration of its importance, the auto-culture variation of Hollywood’s Academy Awards, New York’s Fashion Week, and Washington’s White House Correspondents Dinner.

The modernist Ford Auditorium, rising on the riverfront downtown off Jefferson Avenue, had been home to the orchestra since it opened in 1956. The name reflected its genesis: it was built in honor of the original Henry Ford and his wife, Clara, and funded by Ford Motor Company and its dealerships. Critics often panned the symphony hall’s acoustics, saying the room could not compare to the old Orchestra Hall on Woodward, out near the Gotham Hotel, in its heyday, although that opinion was not unanimous; some singers (including, later, Martha Reeves of Motown) raved about the Ford’s vibrant sound. But acoustics were not at the top of the agenda for this concert. Being there was.

The orchestra itself had to make special plans to appear. The musicians, in the midst of an East Coast tour, were flown back that morning from Boston on round-trip tickets that would return them to perform in Worcester the next evening. Their noted resident conductor, the Parisian Paul Paray, had departed the previous night from New York after a concert in Stamford, Connecticut, taking an overnight train to Toledo, where he was met by a driver and chauffeured north to Detroit to set the stage. The “big wheels” of Detroit, as a local society writer called them, appeared at the Ford Auditorium’s semicircular front drive in midnight-black limos and emerged in dark tuxedos and dark business suits. It was a warm night, but that did not curtail the number of women wearing mink stoles over short, bright-colored dresses with matching satin shoes.

Henry Ford II arrived with his wife, Anne, from their mansion in Grosse Pointe Farms, ten miles east and northeast on Jefferson following the Detroit River and around the curve to the gilded shore of Lake St. Clair. In Detroit’s sociogeographic strata of that era, of rich and richer, nouveau riche and old money, the delineations were clear, the lines seldom crossed: Bloomfield Hills and Birmingham were for company presidents and managers; parts of the other Grosse Pointes were for bankers and doctors and a few mobsters. But Grosse Pointe Farms was for owners. Henry and Anne, the quintessence of the owner class, were destined for separation—he had spiced up his life with a wildcard jet-setting Italian, Maria Cristina Vettore Austin—but divorce was more than a year away, and the Fords could put up appearances in social settings as important as this. Charlotte Ford later called her parents’ relationship “a marriage without laughter. It seems to me in retrospect the last old-fashioned marriage. It was second nature not to ask questions, not to be emotionally involved. If we [the children] were distant from them, they were formal with each other. Each of them had a function, the emotions seemed very limited, it was all very proper.” This sensibility, Charlotte noted, was passed down from the first generation of Fords. She thought of her grandmother Clara as “sort of like the queen of England.” Growing up in the mansion in Grosse Point Farms, she recalled, there were fifteen servants. Dinner was served by butlers in tails. With the Christmas season approaching, there was no expectation that the Fords might trim their own tree; that was done by the Ford Motor Company art department. “If we cried there were always nurses there. . . . I went to boarding school for four years and was miserable. Cried almost every day. No one asked, ‘Are you happy?’ Instead it was, ‘This is what you are going to do.’ It was a very severe home with a lot of rules in that sense.”

Now, in their final year together, with Ford hosting the automobile society, Henry and Anne were playing their proper roles. Anne was a patron of the arts, a force behind the auditorium and major benefactor of the symphony and other cultural institutions. Earlier that year, Mr. and Mrs. Henry Ford II—in this case meaning Mrs. Ford, even though he too had a sharp eye for art—had donated a priceless masterwork, Picasso’s Portrait of Manuel Pallares, to the Detroit Institute of Arts.

The concert began with a bright rendition of the overture from Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro, which was sufficient for many of the car guys, who jollied downstairs to the social hall at intermission, where champagne was flowing, and never returned to their seats. There were preperformance parties and postperformance parties and more coming the next night and the next: a lavish dinner sponsored by Pontiac at the Detroit Athletic Club on Madison Street (another Albert Kahn building), a dinner-dance in the Statler Hilton ballroom across from Grand Circus Park, cocktails from American Motors in the Sheraton Cadillac ballroom. All for the show before the show.

Friday noon at Cobo Hall, the Automobile Manufacturers Association held a press luncheon in a ballroom near the seven-acre exposition hall where the show was being staged. The president of the association and main speaker was Ford’s Mr. Ford, known in the trade press by several nicknames: the shorthand HF2, Hank the Deuce, or just the Deuce. He was not always friendly with the press, but he was always good copy. Sometimes he would brush off reporters; at other times he would call them to spill industry beans. He had some traits of his grandfather, especially a killer-cold ability to fire people without compunction, yet there was enough of the irrepressible rogue in him to make him compelling, if never endearing. Hotchkiss and Yale did not stain him with the patina of eastern sophistication. He displayed some of the wit of JFK, his contemporary, but none of the president’s intellectual cool, and in many ways was more like the Texan vice president, LBJ, scheduled to address the auto show in a few days. He sounded just like LBJ once when he disdainfully asked a subordinate, Cal Beauregard, “Are you a sock puller-upper like McNamara?” Robert McNamara had left Ford’s presidency to become Kennedy’s secretary of defense. When Beauregard asked what that meant, Ford replied, “Well, whenever McNamara gets nervous he pulls up his socks.” Not something the Deuce would do. Impeccably dressed yet with a touch of the peasant, with his manicured nails and beer gut and carefree proclivities, his frat-boy party demeanor and head full of secrets, the Deuce was at once the “symbol of the American capitalist,” as noted labor writer William Serrin once described him, and the antithesis of the parade of bland General Motors bosses who came and went during his long reign. Most of all, he knew his trade.

As he took the podium to speak to the auto press, Ford had more than the newest car models on his mind. Even with the family history coursing through his blood, he was as much a market guy as a car guy, and he was thinking about new markets. Social demographics were aligning for a period of tremendous growth in the automobile industry, HF2 said. There were then 76 million motor vehicles in the United States and 87 million drivers, but the inexorable trend was toward two-car families, exponentially increasing sales with the rise of incomes, the increase in women drivers (up 56 percent just since 1956), and the arrival of the largest generation of potential young drivers in history, the teenagers of the postwar baby boom, the first of whom were now turning sixteen and getting behind the wheel.

Beyond the American market, there was a more promising world stage, despite the perils of the cold war. No country was as car-obsessed and economically sound as America, Ford said, but others would catch up someday, and not just the common market of Europe. He saw the world inevitably growing smaller and more connected: “We will re-live in Asia, Africa, and Latin America something very much like our own experience of a half-century ago, when we too were an agrarian people, isolated and parochial. The automobile will do for many other lands and peoples what it has done for us.” For the automakers of Detroit to survive and thrive, Ford said, they had to take advantage of that global transformation with trade and investment throughout the world. That much seemed clear. “I only wish,” he added, “that we could have an equally clear picture of what is going to happen in the next half century, if man is left free to pursue progress.”

Ask not what the world can do to us, ask what we can do in the world—that was the essence of HF2’s sensibility. Even though, for the first time, half the vehicles being made in the free world were manufactured outside the United States, the battle for sales seemed to be on overseas turf, not at home. Import sales had dropped in the past two years just as domestic car sales exploded. If there was concern about the impact of foreign imports on the American car market, it was focused mostly on one country and one brand: the German Volkswagen. VW’s sales worldwide outpaced Chrysler and American Motors and trailed only GM and Ford, and its beetle-bodied little cars had been infiltrating the U.S. market slowly but surely throughout the previous decade, with a few hundred dealerships and a new plant in New Jersey. Volkswagen’s impact in America was still modest, but nonetheless significant enough that the company’s chief, Heinz Heinrich Nordhoff, had been flown in from Wolfsburg to address the Detroit Economic Club that weekend of the auto show launch. Only seventeen years had passed since Nordhoff ran the Opelwerk Brandenburg, making trucks for the Nazis. Described with understatement as a conservative, he would devote much of his speech to his distaste for government interference.

There was no sign of Japan, the other former Axis power, in Detroit that October. Only a decade earlier, Japan’s auto industry had been dying, but it received life support when the United States turned to the Japanese for a ready supply of military vehicles during the Korean War. By 1957 Nissan and Toyota had begun importing a small number of cars into the United States. They displayed their models at an international auto show in Los Angeles the following year, then withdrew after poor road tests, and only now were inching back to America. Six months before this gathering in Detroit, there had been an international auto show in New York, and Japanese companies were there, but not talking much and providing no sales figures for their various compacts. Not that the American companies cared much about compacts now. They were back to believing that big was better. As K. T. Keller, one of the old-time car guys celebrated at the auto show that year, was fond of saying, he didn’t like any car so small he could piss over it.

Ford asserted at his press luncheon speech that 1963 cars were far superior to the models five years earlier, and consumers were getting better value for the dollar. What they were getting is what the automakers thought they wanted: more power, more luxury, more room, even more aluminum—70 pounds on average for the 1963 cars compared with 66.5 pounds the year before. Starting in the late fifties, there had been a trend toward compacts, but that seemed over now. It was not the start of a revolution, one auto writer noted, but more a passing fancy. American Motors staked its existence on smaller and less expensive cars, but the Big Three—GM, Ford, and Chrysler—were all seeing compact sales diminish even as overall sales boomed. The only models not selling more than previous years were compacts—the Ford Falcon, Mercury Comet, Chevy Corvair, and Studebaker Lark—while the Plymouth Valiant was lagging behind expectations. Only months earlier, Ford had abandoned a subcompact car concept code-named Cardinal that had been the brainchild of Robert McNamara, the sock puller-upper, before he left the company in late 1960 for Washington. Lee Iacocca, head of the Ford Division, never liked the Cardinal and managed to get it killed. He had his own concept for the car of the sixties decade and its rising baby-boom generation, but that was still more than a year away.

•  •  •

Saturday it rained in Detroit, and there were several hundred people huddling up near the doors of Cobo Hall, the first wave of nearly seventy thousand opening-day visitors, so officials let them in an hour early, at ten instead of eleven. The press and two thousand invited guests had had their run of the auto show on Friday evening, but this was the first glimpse for the general public; a ticket cost one dollar for adults, thirty-five cents for children. Ticket sales were only part of how the AMA would recoup the millions it spent on what its managing director, Harry A. Williams, called “the most beautiful automobile show ever presented.” The rest would come from the sale of floor space to the auto companies at five dollars per square foot. With 300,000 square feet in play, that seemed sufficient.

From the lobby off Washington Boulevard, the auto show was organized like spokes on a wheel. At the hub was a revolving tower, thirty feet high, called a Spectro-form, a term more exotic than the tower itself, meant to convey something new. The American sensibility always leaned toward the fresh and new, but especially now: New Frontier, new president and first lady, new generation, new appliances, new communities, new houses, new cars. The Spectro-form was white, with an hourglass figure, and had an electronic sign at its waist flashing the theme of the show: America Drives Ahead.

Displays on the spokes circling the tower—prime real estate—had been drawn by lot. Rambler took one spoke, Ford and Mercury two, and General Motors five. Chrysler and Studebaker got relegated to side areas, though Chrysler had achieved enough publicity earlier that week when Mayor Cavanagh boarded the steamship T. J. McCarthy as it plowed down the Detroit River to deliver its auto show cargo of Imperials and Valiants to Cobo, the latest shipment in the total of 2.5 million cars it had hauled to interior ports since World War II. Each exhibit space offered a different experience beyond cars. You were supposed to feel that you were in a country club, ski chalet, fraternity house, or at a country picnic. That was mere backdrop; the visitors crowded around the flashiest of the 320 vehicles on display, especially the new Buick Riviera and Corvette Stingray. This would be the tenth year for the Corvette, with its futuristic fiberglass body and compact wheel base, and Chevy was producing more of them than ever before. The Riviera, the creation of Bill Mitchell, the flamboyant GM designer, had a bit of the Rolls-Royce look. It was a stylish full-size luxury sedan that did not seem overly trendy, and over time some would place it among the most beautiful cars ever built.

The newly crowned Miss America, Jacquelyn Jeanne Mayer of Ohio, was there for Oldsmobile, showing off the F-85 Cutlass convertible. Auto shows always had beautiful young women around, the oldest trick in advertising, but there was a twist this year, reflecting the modest hint of a new attitude, inside and out. The rise in women drivers had influenced these new cars. The seats were smoother, the steering wheels more flexible, the floors padded with vinyl mats to prevent damage from high heels. Studies showed that women now spent more time driving than preparing food. They wanted radios, whitewall tires, automatic transmission, power brakes and steering, and the safety of padded dashboards. (Seat belts were not yet mandatory nationwide. Only three states—Wisconsin, New York, and Rhode Island—required them in new cars, and only two high-performance sports cars, the Corvette and Studebaker Avanti, included them as standard equipment.)

The sociological progression of women employed at auto shows went like this: in the early fifties they were blond bathing beauties who posed in swimsuits and high heels; in the late fifties they modeled in gowns matching the car interiors; now they were called narrators and were there to describe the cars and answer questions. Eleanor Breitmeyer, club editor of the Detroit News society page, noted that many narrators were following a fashion trend dictated not by New York but by one woman in Washington: “As a result of the First Lady’s fashion leadership, many models [were] wearing versions of Mrs. Kennedy’s bouffant hairdo and her favorite ensembles, the pillbox hat with two-piece sleeveless over blouse dress or empire-waisted evening gown.”

The crowds at the auto show were predominantly white, but not exclusively so. African Americans in Detroit were as attached to the auto industry, and to cars, as any other group, and were enjoying car ownership at record levels. That week of the show the Michigan Chronicle claimed that “four of every five Negro urban families own a car” and that black families “spend more than a billion dollars a year on auto travel.” The statistics were loose. In the racism of that era, overt or subtle, urban blacks faced inordinate obstacles getting car loans from banks. But the point was nonetheless well taken. Black customers were a seldom mentioned but strategic market for the auto companies, even though, as the Chronicle pointed out, “there has been a bare minimum of black salesmen in show rooms and very little advertising to reach the negro car buyer.” At that time there was not a single car dealership in the United States with black ownership. Perhaps the most successful black car man in the country was Detroit’s own Ed Davis, and his struggles were symptomatic of the larger problem.

Born in Shreveport, Louisiana, Davis arrived in Detroit at age fifteen in 1926 to live with an aunt. He came north alone to receive a better education and enrolled at Cass Tech downtown. In high school he earned transportation money by working in a car repair shop. After that he set up his own car wash at a service station, then was employed at the Dodge Main foundry in Hamtramck, and eventually reached the sales floor part time at Lampkins Chrysler, out on Woodward Avenue in Highland Park. As Davis described it, his fellow salesmen, all white, would have nothing to do with him; he was allotted a lonely office on the second floor far from the main showroom. At lunchtime he had to drive six miles toward downtown to eat at the Lucy Thurman YWCA because no restaurants nearby would serve him. By 1938 he had saved enough money to open Davis Motor Sales, a used-car lot in Paradise Valley. After a few years, Studebaker, in an effort to sell more cars in Detroit, offered him a franchise at the same location. That lasted until 1956, when he dropped Studebaker because so few people were interested in it. Davis Motor Sales was still highly successful selling used cars when urban renewal swept through Paradise Valley and Black Bottom and properties around his lot were condemned for the construction of the Fisher Expressway. Early in 1962 he gave in to the inevitable and closed his business there, hoping for a better opportunity elsewhere in the city. He spent the days of the auto show lobbying car executives to crack the Big Three race barrier and make him the nation’s first black owner of one of their franchises. It would happen, but not yet.

The black population in Detroit had its own automobile preferences. Among the population at large, Ford trailed Chevy by a significant margin, but among black car-buyers the two were nearly even. This reflected Ford’s history. Old man Henry Ford had been a notorious anti-Semite, but his company’s standing in the black community remained strong. Ford was the first of the major auto companies to actively recruit black workers, its five-dollars-a-day motto fueling the first great migration from the South decades earlier. James Price, the first black employed at Ford, started as a tailor and eventually became general superintendent in charge of abrasives at the Rouge plant. His rise was not the norm; most blacks held down the least desirable jobs, in the foundry, where nearly 80 percent of workers were black. (Most of the other 20 percent were East Europeans known on the job as “bohunks.”) Don Marshall, who came out of the Detroit Police Department, led a personnel group in charge of recruiting black employees. They developed a symbiotic relationship with African American ministers at many of the city’s largest Baptist churches that became Ford pipelines. At the huge Second Baptist Church downtown, the oldest African American church in the Midwest, founded by a handful of former slaves and by the early sixties bursting with a membership of 4,500, a recommendation from A. A. Banks, the minister, was all it took to get a job at Ford. That connection went back to the twenties, when the church’s powerful leader, Rev. Robert Bradby, would recommend “very high-type fellows” to Ford and sermonize against attempts to unionize the auto plants and in return received money from the company. While the church’s position on unions changed over the decades as black organizers assumed key roles in the UAW, the Ford conduit persisted. Deacons at Second Baptist wore Ford pins on their suits as badges of honor. In the vernacular of the working class, black and white, there was always a possessive in the company name: you didn’t work at Ford, you worked at Ford’s. The linguistic origins evoked the direct connection between the old man and the place of business. Chrysler also enjoyed a special niche with black customers, who bought them at a far higher percentage than whites did. When Ed Davis finally broke through and got his dealership on the west side out at the corner of Dexter and Elmhurst, it was for Chrysler.

•  •  •

Early Sunday evening, the Deuce and the big wheels gathered again, this time at the Reynolds Metals building across the city line beyond Eight Mile Road in Southfield. Mayor Cavanagh was there, surrounded by the car guys and their spouses: the Roy Abernathys from American Motors, the Bunkie Knudsens and Ed Coles from General Motors, the C. E. Briggses from Chrysler, and the Eugene Bordinats from Ford. Four hundred guests enjoyed champagne and chateaubriand in a room dominated by twenty-one color television sets, all tuned to NBC.

Detroit and its auto show were going prime time. A network crew of fifty had been in and around Cobo Hall starting the previous Saturday, when trucks began pulling in from New York with cameras, six miles of cable, and the equipment for taping and remotes. The last filming had been done before dawn, at four Saturday morning, when the exhibition hall was empty and Huntley and the Today hosts could perform their minute-and-a-half spiels on fifteen different cars without crowd interference. Late that night the finished product was hand-carried back to New York on two separate flights, and now here it was, filling up the screens at Reynolds Metals. Ford gave a cameo interview, as did Cavanagh, but aside from the cars the stars of the show were some make-believe characters called Muppets, still seven years away from Sesame Street fame. The auto show special two years earlier had been critiqued for being too dry; this one went to the other extreme. They were “clever little puppets,” noted one reviewer, “but there must be another way to add entertainment . . . with more auto-related features.”

A sense of anxiety had started to seep in by then. The Detroit newspapers had published special sections on the auto show that morning, but the news on the front page unavoidably distracted attention from the local celebration, and by Sunday evening out at Reynolds Metals there was more talk about that news than about cars.

“President Has Cold, Halts Trip” was the headline in the Washington Post that morning, with variations on the theme in the local papers. The stories reported that JFK had been in his hotel room at the Sheraton Blackstone Hotel in Chicago on Saturday morning, in the middle of a campaign swing, when the White House physician traveling with him recommended that he cut short his trip and return to Washington to recuperate. Pierre Salinger, the White House press secretary, told the traveling press that the doctor had noticed the night before that Kennedy’s voice sounded “husky.” A larger, five-column headline dominating the page more clearly explained the “cold”: “Marine Moves in South Linked to Cuban Crisis.” Security in Washington was unusually tight. Rumors were sweeping the country about a high-stakes cold war confrontation.

Did this mean LBJ would not make it to Detroit? A trivial question, perhaps, but one that auto show officials could not help asking. In public they insisted that Johnson was still coming, and plans remained in place. The vice president would arrive at Detroit Metropolitan at 4:30 Monday, where Henry Ford II would greet him, and the entourage would then move by car to Cobo Hall for a half-hour tour of the exhibition hall, then on to the presidential suite at the Book Cadillac to rest and clean up, and back to Cobo for the dinner speech to an audience of 2,300. But all the Deuce had to do was read the banner headline in Monday morning’s paper to understand how slim were the odds of any of that happening: “Capital Tense: Big Action on Cuba May Be Imminent.”

After campaigning in St. Louis, Lady Bird Johnson arrived at midday on Monday. It was her first visit to Detroit. A delegation of Democratic women waited at the Willow Run terminal to meet her, but before greeting them she slipped into an office for a phone call. She emerged without betraying the call’s purpose. Anything to do with events in Washington? No clues forthcoming. “It’s not my nature to be fearful,” she said, when someone asked whether she was alarmed. She was escorted to the Kingsley Inn near suburban Birmingham for a tea party. That evening, when she and her husband were scheduled to be at Cobo Hall, she remained at the Book Cadillac, attending a reception in the ballroom hosted by Governor Swainson and then holing up in the presidential suite, where she talked to a small group of Detroit women active in labor and politics. The vice president never made it to Detroit. President Kennedy, Henry Ford II’s first choice for the speech, ended up on national television before the banquet began, explaining to the American public that reconnaissance photos of Cuba clearly showed the construction of missile sites and that the United States would force the Soviets to stand down.

Once the big wheels of Detroit understood the gravity of the situation, they rallied around the president. HF2, writing on behalf of his colleagues, dispatched a telegram to Kennedy that night: “At a meeting of the board of directors of the Automobile Manufacturers Association held immediately following your address to the nation tonight and just before the banquet of the 44th National Automobile Show, there was a spontaneous and unanimous expression of confidence and support in the action you have just taken to ensure that peace and justice shall be maintained in this hemisphere and elsewhere in the world. My associates and I—the principal officers of the companies comprising the automotive industry—pledge to you aid and assistance in full measure in the critical days now beginning.” Walter Reuther, who had been invited to the auto banquet for the first time and sat on the dais near Ford, offered his own words of support. Reuther was JFK’s most frequent Detroit correspondent, flooding the White House with telegrams and long letters, never hesitant to provide counsel and moral guidance. “Your decision in the Cuban crisis rests upon a sound moral basis,” he now wrote. “During the past month when less calm and less responsible voices in America were urging premature and ill-advised action against Cuba, you demonstrated restraint and mature judgment. You acted decisively and determinedly after there was undisputed evidence to provide the moral basis for the commitment of American power. . . . You met the test of moral leadership which demands the delicate balance between your dedication to work for peace and your determination to defend our security.”

Mayor Cavanagh had prepared a brief speech for the evening, as a warm-up act for LBJ, but it turned out he had to fill in as the main speaker. “Ladies and gentlemen, I regret that the pressure of public events has prevented the scheduled speaker, Vice President Lyndon Johnson, from attending this distinguished gathering,” Cavanagh began. This was the first national auto show held during his administration, he noted, and it revealed Detroit at its finest, reflecting the deep connection between the city and its main industry. “Detroit is proud to be called the Motor City. . . . If the automobile has had a profound effect upon the nation and the world, it has had an even greater effect upon the fortunes of the city of Detroit. Detroit was an old city long before the automobile, but it owes its present position as one of the world’s great industrial centers to the growth of the automobile industry. Fifty years ago, at the beginning of the auto age, our city covered only about forty square miles and had a population of less than six hundred thousand. Today it covers three times the area and has more than twice the population. In terms of the metropolitan area, of course, the growth has been substantially higher. I am confident that the automobile industry will continue to grow and that the state of Michigan and the city of Detroit will continue to share in that growth.”

But for Detroit to fulfill its potential, Cavanagh said, it had to look beyond automobiles to electronics and aerospace, the technologies of defense. Only two decades earlier, as America geared up for World War II, Detroit was invaluable, its auto industry transformed into the Arsenal of Democracy, the factories turning out bullets, casings, torpedoes, incendiary bombs, radios, radar units, air-raid sirens, B-24 bombers, airplane parts, tanks, trucks, landing craft, jeeps, gun barrels, machine guns, gas masks, helmets, tires, propellers, submarine nets, binoculars, smoke screens, searchlights, and tents. Now, Cavanagh said, “Detroit and Michigan are prepared to carry out the full demands of our country, whether in peace or crisis.” With Soviet missiles in Cuba and President Kennedy insisting that the Soviets stand down, the nation faced a crisis, and the arsenal could be ready again. No other region of the country had so much manufacturing capacity and technological skill for the asking, if only the government would ask. As matters now stood, the entire state of Michigan was receiving only 2.7 percent of the nation’s defense dollars.

In peace, the mayor said, Detroit was undergoing a renaissance, “on the threshold of the greatest development culturally and commercially that she has ever enjoyed.”

It was not yet on Cavanagh’s mind, and wholly beyond the sphere of the car guys in the Cobo Hall ballroom, but a vital part of Detroit’s cultural development was taking place outside a few modest houses five miles away on West Grand Boulevard, where two busloads of black musicians and singers, homegrown and stunningly talented, were preparing to leave the next morning on their first national tour.



Chapter 4




WEST GRAND BOULEVARD

MOTOWN. IN LINGUISTICS, that is known as a portmanteau, the conjoining of two words to create a new word with its own meaning. Motor and town. Cars and Detroit. The derivation came organically out of the language of the city. Long before Motown, the record company, there was Jacktown, the street name for the Michigan state prison in Jackson. There were also the ethnic neighborhoods in Detroit: Greektown, Corktown, Poletown, Bricktown, Mexicantown. Motown began as a place, but more than that it was a sound.

To get to Motown from downtown in 1962 required one turn. Drive straight up Woodward Avenue, the city’s dividing line east and west, and hang a left at West Grand Boulevard, moving past General Motors on the left and the Fisher Building on the right and farther along to the 2600 block and its row of solid two-story homes, ending with the white one at 2648 that had the large Hitsville USA sign in script above the front picture window. The boulevard was at its broadest there, a half football field across to the far curb, with the flat, wide-open feel of much of Detroit’s vast west side, a landscape that could evoke a sense of quotidian drowsiness if not for the jolts of creativity crackling out of that stretch of houses.

On the morning of Tuesday, October 23, the scene was even more frenzied than usual, apart from the deliberate demeanor of Esther Gordy Edwards, oldest sister of Motown’s founder, Berry Gordy Jr.

Mrs. Edwards, her younger charges usually called her, though sometimes they slipped into the informal “Shug,” short for “sugar.” Her seven siblings had another name for her, “Sua” (pronounced soo-uh), for “big sister.” Compact, organized, keenly intelligent, always immaculately dressed, her hair perfectly coiffed, with the Gordy family’s signature apple cheeks and twinkling eyes, she was at age forty-two twice as old as many of the artists and more than three times older than the youngest of them, the blind kid wonder. Only a few weeks earlier, she had left her job as chairman of the Recorder’s Court Jury Commission, where she had been the first African American to hold that prestigious position overseeing the selection of jurors for Detroit’s municipal courtrooms. Roberta Wright, her close friend and former college classmate at Howard University, had tried desperately to talk her out of resigning from the commission to work full time in the music business her younger brother had been running for three years. “That’s not going to work,” Wright told her. “Your brother is just playing around with those tapes. You have to have a good job.” Esther, the wife of a state representative and stepmother of a future federal judge, was not one for excess frivolity. But this would be fun, she said. And with a son at Western Michigan in Kalamazoo and a stepson at law school in Ann Arbor, she also needed the earning potential Motown offered. “I’ll work with you,” she told her brother. “You go up, I will. You go down, I will.” And now here she was, standing on the sidewalk, trying to bring order to the chaos before the Motown troupe left on its first long road show.

Two old buses idled outside on the street as the passengers, their luggage packed for a fifty-six-day tour, climbed aboard and found seats. Forty-five people in all: a posse of bodyguards and roadies, the musicians from Choker Campbell’s Show of Stars twelve-piece band, the comedian-emcee Bill Murry, and a vibrant collection of Motown’s solo and group singing acts, including the Miracles, Mary Wells, Marvin Gaye, Little Stevie Wonder, the Marvelettes, the Vandellas, the Contours, the Supremes, the Temptations, Marv Johnson, and Singin’ Sammy Ward.

An ensemble busting with talent, but there was a certain pecking order. Mary Wells was the reigning queen, with a new release, “Two Lovers.” The Marvelettes remained the top women’s group two years after their huge crossover hit, “Please, Mr. Postman.” The Contours exuded the most explosive energy, rocking with their contagious “Do You Love Me (Now That I Can Dance),” a tune Berry Gordy wrote from experience after his early teenage years had been scarred by rejection on the dance floor. The Vandellas provided a similarly joyous sound, with Martha Reeves’s southern gospel intonations punching their rhythm and blues. Marvin Gaye brought the coolest voice with the sultriest appeal. Little Stevie, only twelve, was somewhere between novelty and genius, a legally blind wunderkind who could play any instrument but was at that stage to the later Stevie Wonder what Cassius Clay as a teenage Olympian was to the later Muhammad Ali: a young man with uncommon skill and brash charm but not yet much meaning behind it. The Temptations, still largely unknown beyond the West Grand studio walls, not long past the time when they lip-synched at sock hops as the Primes, went along for parts of the journey to sing backup, and the Supremes, who started as the Primettes, tag-along little sisters to the Primes, had to cajole just to be a warm-up act. Top billing went to the Miracles, led by William Robinson, who could do it all—sing, write, and produce—and also happened to be Berry Gordy’s best buddy and closest musical associate. That status placed Smokey and his miraculous crew, including his wife, Claudette, off the old buses and into their own Cadillac accompanying the caravan.

Their day of departure was not a typical Tuesday morning. Detroit awoke to a banner headline, “Cuba Blockaded,” with an even more alarming subhead: “U.S. Set to Sink Red Ships to Back Ban.” Motown was riding off to the future on a day when, as much as any other in the twentieth century, it seemed there might be no future, the world on the precarious brink of a nuclear confrontation between the United States and the USSR. And the first stop on the tour was only two miles from the White House. Ads were already purchased in the Washington Post and Afro-American. Nothing But Stars! The Motown troupe would open at the Howard Theater on October 26, a day after the jazzmen Les McCann and Miles Davis closed.

Esther Edwards had organized the logistics of the tour with Thomas (Beans) Bowles, the trip director, a baritone saxophonist, flute player, and arranger who had come to Motown out of the Detroit jazz world. Many of the venues on the tour, especially those in the South, were strung together for them by Henry Wynne of Supersonic Attractions, a black impresario based in Atlanta who had a knack for maneuvering around race restrictions and was practiced at squeezing advance money out of local promoters. Motown artists had been on the road before; they had played at the Regal in Chicago, the Apollo in Harlem, the Uptown in Philly, and other great venues of that era. All-star revues were an established part of the American music scene. Edwards had studied the mechanics of Dick Clark’s Caravan of Stars to figure out how it was done. But this first Motortown Revue, as it was called, was the essence of the business model formulated by her little brother Berry—the complete sales package, all things Motown, vertical and horizontal, everything and everyone together, imported from Detroit, all in the family.

•  •  •

Motown eventually became synonymous with Berry Gordy Jr., but it was more the product of the entire Gordy family, especially his older sisters. He had four of them, starting with Esther, then Anna, Loucye, and Gwen. He also had three brothers. Fuller and George were older. As a boy, Berry Jr. thought his junior appellation meant that he was the chosen one—until he learned that his mother agreed to make him a namesake at his birth on November 28, 1929, a month after the stock market crash, in hopes that he would be the last Gordy kid. Even that did not work; Robert arrived last. (Fortunately, as it turned out; it was Robert who saved Berry from drowning during a boyhood swimming adventure across the border in Windsor, Ontario.) If Berry Jr. was special, his sisters made him so. Gwen and Anna smothered him with unconditional love and confidence. Loucye provided housing and math skills. And Esther was the organizer and mother hen, “the keeper of the castle,” as Berry Jr. said a half-century later in an interview for this book. She ran the family’s entrepreneurial fund and wrote the $800 family check that helped underwrite the launch of his own record company in 1959. When he doubted his manhood, comparing himself unfavorably to his father, she was the one who gave him a copy of Rudyard Kipling’s “If” and had him memorize the lines.

The Gordys may not have been a representative black family in Detroit, but their rise illuminated many aspects of the African American experience there and benefited from the particular attributes of the city. Berry Gordy Sr. and Bertha Ida Fuller Gordy—Pops and Mom to the artists of Motown—arrived in Detroit from rural Georgia in 1922 during the first Great Migration northward. Although they left the South to escape racial oppression and search for opportunity, they were by no means starting from nothing. Berry had inherited property and a financial cushion from his father, who had died young in a lightning storm as one of the largest black landholders south of Athens in Oconee County. He and Bertha had been inculcated in the self-help business philosophy of Booker T. Washington, an African American variation of the individualist capitalism strain that courses through American history and myth. Soon after arriving in Detroit, Berry Sr. established his own Booker T. Washington grocery on the east side at the corner of St. Antoine (pronounced An-twine) and Farnsworth, a loud shout from the hustle of Hastings Street, and became an active member of the Booker T. Washington Trade Association, an essential network promoting the city’s black businesses. The grocery was one of many enterprises Pops and Mom undertook over the following decades, including plastering and construction for him, real estate and insurance for her. Their children were always part of the operation; the girls worked the grocery cash register when they were so small they had to stand on a box to reach it.

Berry Gordy Jr. had neither the manual strength of his father nor the educated grace of his mother. In describing what he considered the trinity of his old man’s attributes—“He worked from sunup to sundown, he had muscles of steel, and he killed rats”—the son was being worshipful and self-deprecating, but also elevating himself from a life that he did not want to repeat. The rats part was real. In the kitchen of their east side home, rats came out at night, and Pops “would be stepping on them and banging them and the kids would be going ‘That’s great.’ ” They were all cheering except Junior, who would jump on a chair and shudder in fear, turning away from the sight. Years later, when he stood at the top of the family hierarchy at Motown and his siblings called him Chairman, the inside joke was that the name derived from the days when he jumped on the kitchen chairs to avoid the rats, the little chair man.

Bertha, who had been a schoolteacher in Georgia and later graduated from the Detroit Institute of Commerce, stressed the importance of education to her children, but Berry Jr. was more consumed by trying to overcome his insecurities than applying himself as a student. His mind worked in unconventional patterns. As a boy he had trouble with the alphabet from A to Z but could recite it backward flawlessly. He felt intimidated by the faster-talking kids on Detroit’s east side and considered himself a square who could never get the girls, so he tried to impress his classmates by being a comedian and troublemaker. At these he was successful enough to get booted out of music, the one class he cared about, after one year. His first mentor in music was unlikely: a maternal uncle, Burton Fuller, who was even more haughty than his mother, so much so that no one else in the family could tolerate his disapproving nature. Burton played classical piano. “I asked if he would give me lessons,” Gordy recalled. “Yes, he would be glad to and was thrilled that I asked him because he had no good connections with the kids in the family because they were always talking among themselves about how he didn’t like anybody and what was he going to do with his money when he died?”

The one who liked the snooty uncle was Berry Jr., if only because of music. During his early teens, he rode the bus across town to the west side to learn how to play piano. “He lived in a fancier part of town, a nice neighborhood, and I would go to his house and play. And he had me working on the scales,” Gordy said. Quick but impatient, the nephew wanted to get on with it and play Bach and Haydn, but Uncle Burton insisted that he play the scales, hour after hour, week after week, before moving on to chords. Berry was also a daydreamer, ruminating about girls and songs about girls, and as he built his chords during practice he would linger on them and improvise simple progressions that could form the rudiments of a love song like “Paper Doll” by the Mills Brothers or “We Three” by the Ink Spots—songs about young men who were as lonely and insecure as he. “I would be playing for my uncle and he would say, ‘Yes, come on, come on,’ and I would have an idea in my head and I would not want to lose my idea so kind of hold it a little longer and play it again and he would say, ‘No.’ So at the end of that he said, ‘I cannot teach you any more. You’ve got your own ideas’—because when I hit those chords I would get these little melodies and I was thinking about girls, my mind was off the lesson. And doing the repetitious arpeggios and scales for a whole lesson just drove me crazy.” The uncle, frustrated, eventually told him, “Go out and find someone else who can help you.”
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