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Suing Henry Ford
The trial that forced the automaker to apologize
for his anti-Semitism.

By Vlctoria Saker Woeste and Susan Radomsky

EMPIOYIIS, SUPPLIEIS, AND ANTHUSI.

asts of Ford Motor Company were invited
to spend flve days in June celehating the
company's hundredth bfthdaY at the
Henry Ford II world center in Dealbom,
Mlch. Among the event's biggest draws

was its "HeadlirdnB Histov'mncert, staged

to pay tdbute to a legendary company and
its legendary founder, Hehry Ford. Promo-

tional materials touted Ford's Lnnovative
use of the assembly line, and hls personal
relationship with fellow lnventors lite
Thomas Edison and George washington
Carver But thouSh Ford's contribution to
lndustry k wortiy of pratse, a fuller poF
trait of his charactei should also take into
account his deallngs with a little-known
lawyer named Aaron Sapiro

Henry Ford's antipathy towerd Jews

has occupied many biographers. lt fiIst
sufaced publtcly during world war I,

which he blamed on ,ewlsh financierg
and industdalists. unable to peddle his
views thrcugh the mainstream press,

rord boueht his own w€ekly newspapet
The Deotbotn lndepencknt, ln 1918. Be-

tween 1920 and 1922, Ford's paper ran 91

articles based on excerpk ftomThe Proto-

cols of the EIde6 of zion, abook describing
a Jewish consplracy to achieve world
domlnation. xven after fh e tuotocols was
exposed by fhe rimes of London as a for-

Bery-it was concoded by the Russlan

secret police to shore up support for the

Czar's government-Iord stubbornly
defended his decision to publish them.
"The only statement I care to make about
Ihe Protocoi, is tlat they fit in with what
is BoinS on," he said.Iord continued to sell

articles adapted from Th e Protocols in a

separate pampNet titled fte Int?na-
tional Jeq eventually distributing over

5oo,ooo copies.
But by 192Z lord's public stance on Je!!'s

had changed. He relea8ed a statement
otrering his "ftiendship 3nd Soodwill' to
the lewish people and promised to halt
publication of The Intetnational tew.

StranSely, the series ofevents that Ied Ford

to make thispromise began with a fight
over the tuture of American agriculture.
on one side was lord. the founder of the
nationt largest automaker and its wealth-
iest man. who believed in the tradition of
small independent farms. His opponent
was Aaron Sapiro, a Ieading proponent
of farming collectives at the time who is
now mostly forSotten.

lII! ?OST-WORLD ]JVAR I P!RlOD WAS A
lime of recession in the united Stat$, and
Iarmers were hit pa icularly hard. con-
gress t ed to help the farm sector by
exemptlng it from fedeEl antitrust law.
sapiro, a chicaBo Iawyer who was lor
merly legal counsel for a California state
rcBulatory agenry that oversaw private
markEts, used the nel^, exemption to set

up rou8hly 60 farming cooperatives that
used thelr collective strength to keep
pri€es up. A leading aSricultural econo'
mist of the day credited Sapiro with
changing "the whole direction of the

[cooperative] movemenu'
Iod opposed Sapiro's work, believing

that the tuture of agriculture depended

upon small farms that remained inde'
pendent. lor Ford, the solution to the farm
problem lay in finding new technology to
help small farmers operate more effi-
ciendr It was a vision at least paitlally
inspired by Ford's ovrn expedence grow-
ing up on a small falm outside Detrolt,
and most small farmers embraced the
automaler as one of thet own. ln con-
trast, Sapiro's claims to rulal leader8hip
rcsted on profe.sional expertise in law
and markets. He was a city-bred Jewish
lalvyer, someone easily labeled an out-
sider In 1924 lord's newspaper did just
that, attacking Sapiro as an exemplar of
the nefadous influence of the "hterna-
tional Jew" in American life.

In its 1924 attack, flplndepend€nt ofiered

sapirob work in cooperative marketing as

proofthat the conspincy tleory ofThe Pro-

tocols was sound. "Jewish Exploitation
of larmers' Oryanizatlons" screamed one

headline. According to the paper,sapirowas

mardpulating his dients to put American
agriculture under the thumb of .lewlsh
speculators. The paper accused sapiro of
rpreading the "vicious doctrines" of Com-
munism and imposinS Soviet-stlte controls
on American agrioltule.

Sapno was not Ihe Ird?pendentt only
target. Its pages also assailed other promi-
nent lews, lncluding the constitutional
lawyer louis Marshalt, war Industries
Board chairman Bemard Baruch, and Paul

Wafturg, a creator of the redenl Reserve

Banl. These men, members of the Xast

coast establishment, chose to iSnore the
attacks. tjke many prominent ,ews ofthe
time, they thought that caling attention
to ugly rhetoric was out of k€eping with
the genteel image of successtul assimila'
tion that they wanted to maintain.

Sapiro saw no reason for restraint.In
r9r5, he sued lord for tibel in federal dis'
trict court in Detroit. where he could look
forurard to cross-examining his adver-

sary At a time when President Calvin
coolidge eamed 575,ooo a year, sapiro got



the publlcs attention by asking for dam
ages ol$1milljon He hired William Henry
Gallagher, a flamboyant IIish'Catholic trial
lawyer in Detroit Henry Fold's attacks

mean but one thing," Sapiro said, that
[ord and h]s hirelings are beni upon elrmi
nating the lew flom ag.icuLtulel'

Ford reiain€d senator lames A. Reed, a

Democrat from Missouri wiih his eye on
ihe presidcncy,to seNe ashislead counsel

Reedwas paid Sloo,ooo to preside over a

stable ofin house Lawyers and investiga
tors.His objective, as he wrote in his notes,

was to us€ lord s .onsiderable Iesources to
,harass and impoverishthe plainlifl '

Reed dispatched invesiigators and
lawyersio searchforproof al TI]€ In iepen

deni's allegations They visiied nearly
every siate to take depositions, genelating
over 4o,ooo pag€s of documents in ses.

sions that Gallaghcr aitended at SapiIo's

expense These tactics delayedthe triallor
i5 months until the presiding distrlct
judge, Arthur Tuiue, told Ford thai he

would havc to staft Paying Sapnos
expenses )f he wante.l another continu
ance Reed responded with an affrdavit
fromhis clientthai staied Tutue was prej

udiced against Iordbecause ofhis wealih.
Und€r existing law, such an allegation

required thejudge to recuse hlmselt Dis

gusted, Tutue.omplied.

,IHE TRIAL FIN LLY GOT UNDER WAY

before anewjudge inMarch1927 Inhis
open ing statement, Reed alguedthat the
case was not aboui anti Semitism, only
the paper's decision to report on Sapiros
scheme of contloLling ihe farmers
throughout the United States for the pur
pose o{ enrichnlg hints.lt" Gallagher
.orntere.llhrt tfeanti Semitic.ontentof
the articles and their many factual errols
dcmonstrated mal jce, a nccessary.ompo
nent of a libel case.ln his opening staie
ment, he pointed out ihat the paper! use of
incendiary phrases such as "the lewish
submarine in America'and 'the Jewish

gnp" undersrcred its bias.

firsttotake the stand was lhe Indepen.

dents ediior. William l. Cameron.lvho tes

tified that he alone was responsible for
the newspaper's content. Bui ihe next wit
ness, a former ,rdependen I writcr named
iames Martin Miller, iold the iury that
Ford hadinstrucledhimiowntean adicle

that would 'cxpose' Sapiro "Lets pnnt
someihrngthatwill'upset the applc cart."
Miller rcmembered IoId saying

Reed cross examined Sapiro for thlee
weeks, hoplng to show.ase his abilitres as

an orator for his presidentiai run Bui
Sapiro held up undcr the attack. TIe
Detoit lewish Cftroni./e repolted that
Sapiro answered lReed s quesilonsl with
such swLftness that frequently he had
compleied his reply before Senaior Reed

had terminated the question 'In the end,

itwas Reed whofolded.takingto his hotel
bed in exhaustion jn mid April.

callagher followed this spcctacle by
announcing that he intendedio calllord
ashisnextwrtl]ess Ii hadtaken 16 monihs
to seNe FoId with a witness subpoena,

and couthouse observers srccted the
news with excitement But Foid had no
intention of taking the stand HeA been

humiliatcd when hetesti6ed in a rgrg libcl
suit againn Ihe Chi.aro Trilure.rcveaiing
his limited educatior and provincial ideas.

{He named 18r2 as the date ofthe Ameli
.rn RevolLrtion. identified Benedict Arnold
as a writer, and de.lared hrs oppositionto
military preparedness.)

Reed promised ludge ruttle s replace"

ment, Judge Fred M. Raymond, that he

would produce hisclient atthe approplr-
atc time But soon afterwards. the senator

announced that Iord had recently been

injured in a car ac.ideni, of all things
Hardlyanyonc inthe press believed li, and

callagher prepared a motion 1l] have his
own doctors verify the injuty.

Befo.e that could happen. Ford's team
moved to end the proceedings. HarIy Ben.

nett, Iords top bodyguard, obtained 4
aifidavils lroln juiors and othen in thc
courthouse maklng the bi?a rrc allegation
that Sapno had tlied io b.bc one ofthe
jurors in the libel case with a box oI candy

When Raymond Iefused to grant a mis
trial, Bennctt arranged io have a local

reporter iniervjew thejuror ln quesiion, a

Detroit housewife named Cora Hofiman.
Hofiman angrily demed that anyone had
bribed her, but she poinicd io the affidavits
as evidencethatihe defensc was desperate
''iohaveihe case thrown out ofcoud."Gal
lagher told reporiers that the development

.arried 'the mark of a perfe.t flame up,"
but because IJoflman s statement showed

herio have apredisposition against Iord
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Judge Raymond was forced to grant the
defense a mistrial. He promised Sapiro that
he would convene a new trial shor y.

At th,s point, Ford sought a way out.
The case had become personaly embar,
rassing and a publlc relations nightmare.
With his auto companyh new Model A
scheduledto debut in December. Fordhad
reason to get ihe tr,al beh,nd him. He djs
patched his friend Earl Davjs. a former
assistant U S. aiiorney ihen in pavate
pra.tice in Detroit, to New york to n€goij
aie an end io the case withJewish lead-
ers. Once in New YorI, Davis made his
way to Louis Marshal, the presjdent of
the American lewish Committee and a
ieading .tvi1 rights la\,\,yer.

Marshall wasn't interested in helping
Sapiro,whose lawsuit hed opposed from
the beginning. Though he had bullt a
caree. crusading for civit rjShts, Marshall
siayed away from cases about anti S€mi
tism Approached by Davis, Marshatt saw
ihe negouations as a chance to broler a
Iesohrtion thai serued the widerinteresis
of the Jewish community He told Ford
that to makegood,he needed torcpudiate
'I he Intemational Jew. And he handed Ben
nett a sample apology script to r€ad to
Iord over the telephone:

"To my great regrei, i have iearned that
Jews generally, and particutarty those of
this country,not only resenithese publr-
cations as promoting anti Semitism,blri
regard me as iheirenemy,,,the draft read.
"Had I appreciated ev€n the genenl
nature, to say nothing ofthe detaits of
these utt€rances, I would have forbidden
their circulation without a momehi,s
hesiiation." Accepting every word, Iord
authorized Bennett to sign his name to
ihe siatemeni.It hit the newspapers on
Iuly8,19r7

The apology, which Marshair never
thought would be accepted verbatim,was
a masterpicce of evasion It didn,t mention
Sapiro! name, and it let rord maintain his
posture at trjal-that hewas unawareof
The Independent s antisemitic content
For Marshall these concessions were c: q

ily worih Ford's promjse to halt publica-
tiorL af The Intetnational teul. He assumed
Iords newfound contrition would allow
Sapiro to settle his case€asily.

The apology drew mixed reactions from
the press. Though satirical pa.odies ofthe

statement appeared in severat newspa_
pers and maga,ines, mosi influential
newspapers accepted Ford s statement at
face value. Davld Mosessohn, th€ editor of
The lewish Tribune,wrcte, ,'tt was with a
feeline of profound sat jsfaction that r rerd
ofMr Ford's apology." fte pittsburgh Sun
editorialized, "Let the ugly chapter now be
closed. Mr lordt retraciion is compleie
and earnesUy sin.ere on its face.,,

With the majority ofthe jewish press
lauding the apology-and Marshalt,s role
in it sapirofelt obligedio accept a reso
lution he privately regaded as holow and
stolen. 'l got everyurinS I wa, fehtrne
for, saprrotoldthepress.'t am Ctad that r

have helped a great big man"-Ford-.,get
right." He settled with rord in exchanse

.harges ofconspiring io resirain trade.
Touted byprosecutors as a btowagainst

corruption,ihe"Chicagorackettrial,,asit
was .alled,linked Sapiro and otherpromi
nent professionals (including a Univer
sity of chicago economist and a local
alderman) with gangsters Iike At capone.
It wasthe longest criminal proceedinein
cook Couniy history. Alt of the def;n
dants were acquitted, but for Sap,ro it
would be thebeginn ne oir se es of pro
fessronal setba.ks

h 1934, a former client accused sapirot
f,rm ofinv€stigating the iurors in one of
his cases and not reporjingthe incidentto
ihe court. Sapno was again cteared of
criminat wrongdoing, but his reputation
sutrered Alrcady on the rBi watch Iist
because of his Chicago indiciment, he was
disbarr€d bythe siate and federalcourts
in New York

Broke and discredited, Sapiro moved
bacl to California in 1937 and retreated
from pubiic view He was st,I a member
olthe 5trte barthereanJ pracrrced taw our
etly rn Los Angeier provrdrng tegatserurce.
to friends, including the actorlohn Barry
more and the composer rgor Siravinsky.
Though Sapiroended hjs careerin obscu-
rity, he never€xpressed regreiforhis fisht
against Ford. He died in 1959 at the age of75.

As for lord, his apotogy to the lews cost
him little. After Marsha died in r9r9, no
one stepped Iomard to hotd ihe auio
maker to his promlse ofwithdrawing nre
Inter nat ional tew fi om cn cutation. and the
pamphlet became hugely poputarin Nazi
Cermany. Ford remain€d devoted to his
ca.s and his prejudices. On his 75th
birthday in 19?8. he a..cpte.l the crand
Servjce Cross ofihe Supreme Order ofthe
German Eagle from Hi ert Thir.t Rei.h
The award recognized his a.hievements
as a manufacturer and an industiatist.
Few contemporary observers missed thc
symboiism. In his hearr and mind, rord
wasn t sorry at ail.
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for a full retraction and a payment of
about Sr4o,ooo toward his expenses
afraid of looking tike an opportunisr,
Sapiro ac.epted a sum far less than his
actual costs, which includeda signjficanl
outlay for private investigators whose
work he had kept secret. The libel case
nearly bailkrxpted him.

After the set ement, Sapiro moved
from Chicago to New york, where ihe
Iewish community treated him like a
hero. But in the years that followect, his
care€r went into free fatl. when he
worked with Chlcago businessesto raise
their prices through trade associatons.
hewas indicted,along with 23 others,on


