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Robert Ankony was fourteen and playing hooky 
from school when he watched the Rotunda burn 
to the ground. He lived a few miles away in 
southwest Detroit and could see the smokestacks 
of Ford’s River Rouge plant out his rear window.

The Ford Rotunda (foreground) 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. In the postwar fifties, millions of American paid homage to Detroit’s grand motor pal-
ace. Ford claimed it was the fifth most popular tourist site in the country.

By the time firefighters reached the 
Rotunda on the afternoon of November 

9, 1962, the entire roof, made of highly 
combustible plastic and fiberglass, was 

ablaze. The fire was ignited by sealing 
vapors while the roof was being repaired.
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John F. Kennedy paid his final visit to Detroit on October 6 and 7, 1962, a few weeks 
before the Cuban Missile Crisis. At his room in the Sheraton Cadillac Hotel he met with 
Jerome Cavanagh, the mayor, and George Edwards, the police commissioner, who to-
gether offered a racially progressive agenda for the city.

Diego Rivera painting a 
scene from his twenty-

seven-panel mural 
Detroit Industry that fills 

the courtyard of the 
Detroit Institute of Arts. 

The mural was 
commissioned by  

Edsel Ford, the 
founder’s son and  

father of Henry Ford II.
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Mayor Cavanagh on the steamship T. J. McCarthy plying the Detroit River on the way to 
deliver new Chrysler Imperials and Valiants to Cobo Hall for the 1962 Detroit Auto Show.

John J. White (second from right) at his Gotham Hotel. In its heyday it was the social epicen-
ter of black Detroit. On the same day that the Ford Rotunda burned down, the Gotham, 
which was also the headquarters for the city’s numbers racket, was raided by a joint police 
task force.

7

8



Cavanagh considered himself an acolyte of JFK. There was more than a hint of Hyannis 
Port modeling in the way Cavanagh treated his brood of children. He paraded his 
young sons around in ties and sport coats and promised them a reward if they reached 
twenty-one without drinking or smoking.

Henry Ford II (standing, foreground) and the Ford Motor Company board. A Ford public 
relations man called the company “the most isolated and insulated community I ever saw. 
It was, they thought, the Big Operation.”
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Three generations of Fords. The original Henry Ford in the center, with his grandson, Henry 
Ford II, on the left, and son, Edsel, on the right.

Henry Ford II at the River Rouge plant with black foundry workers. Ford Motor Company 
was the first of the major auto companies to recruit black workers, its five-dollars-a-day 
motto helping to fuel the first great migration from the South.
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The debutante party for Charlotte 
Ford (left, with parents Henry Ford II 
and Anne McDonnell Ford), held at 
the Country Club of Detroit, 
featured Frank Sinatra, Gary Cooper, 
Peter Lawford, and a decorator flown 
in from Paris who trimmed the 
chandeliers with exotic fruits.

The family of Henry Ford II at home, standing beneath a Manet portrait. Henry and Anne were 
divorced a few years later. Their daughter Charlotte (second from right) called it “a marriage with-
out laughter . . . It was second nature not to ask questions, not to be emotionally involved.”
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The threat of violence hovered over Walter Reuther’s Detroit. This iconic 1937 photo shows 
Reuther and fellow auto union organizers about to be attacked by Ford goons outside Gate 
4 of the River Rouge plant as they waited for a platoon of women handing out leaflets de-
manding a decent wage.

LEFT: A close friend said of Walter Reuther that he was inculcated in the belief that “working 
people have a right to more of the good things in life—security, dignity, standard of living, 
education—and that all human beings of whatever race, creed, and color were equal before 
God and before their fellow men.” RIGHT: Berry Gordy Jr. at the Motown studios on West 
Grand Boulevard, with the HITSVILLE USA sign in script above the front picture window. De-
troit’s west side landscape could evoke a sense of drowsiness if not for the jobs and creativity 
crackling out of Motown.
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The Motown troupe of 
singers, mostly homegrown 
in Detroit and stunningly 
talented, were called the 
“sound of young America.”

Top billing in the early days of Motown went to the Miracles, led by Wil-
liam (Smokey) Robinson (lower left), who could do it all—sing, write, 
and produce—and also happened to be Gordy’s best buddy and closest 
associate.
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The Supremes (left to right: Flo Ballard, Diana Ross, Mary Wilson) walking outside the Brew-
ster Project in their hometown. Berry Gordy made two decisions near the end of 1963 to set 
them on the path to stardom. The first was to name Diana Ross the lead singer. The second 
was to team them with the songwriting trio of Holland-Dozier-Holland.

Little Stevie Wonder, born Stevland Morris in Saginaw, came to Motown at age eleven, a 
legally blind wunderkind who could play any instrument. He caught Gordy’s ear with his 
proficiency on the harmonica.
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The Reverend C. L. Franklin 
(with daughters Aretha and 
Erma), the flamboyant preacher 
at Detroit’s New Bethel Baptist 
Church, was a master at building 
a homily with tension and 
expectation and using his voice as 
instrumental accompaniment.

Tony Giacalone, the son of a vegetable dealer on 
Detroit’s east side, rose through the underworld 
ranks as a bartender, bodyguard, chauffeur, 
bookie errand runner, street boss, and finally a 
capo of the Detroit numbers racket. In 1963, 
Detroit police caught him in a sting operation.

The old Lindell Cocktail Bar, run 
by Jimmy Butsicaris and his 

brother, Johnny, was a hangout 
for professional athletes and 

scribes and hangers-on of various 
sorts, including gamblers.
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ABOVE: Martin Luther King Jr. 
came to Detroit on June 23, 
1963, for the Walk to Freedom 
down Woodward Avenue to 
Cobo Hall, a demonstration on 
behalf of civil rights that drew 
more than 100,000 participants. 
The rally was organized by Rev. 
C. L. Franklin ( far right). UAW 
president Walter Reuther (far 
left), a strong King ally, also 
participated.

LEFT: When King arrived in 
Detroit, among those greeting 
him was Lt. George Harge (in 
police hat to left rear), whose 
assignment was to serve as 
MLK’s bodyguard throughout 
the day. “You’ll see no dogs and 
fire hoses here,” King was told.
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Making their way through Cobo Hall at the end of the Walk to Freedom, 
King’s entourage included Reverend Albert Cleage ( far right) whose name 
rhymed with “vague” but whose politics most decidedly were not. Cleage 
pushed, unsuccessfully in the end, to keep white leaders like Walter Reuther 
and Mayor Cavanagh outside the leadership circle.

What he said at Cobo on that Sunday in June was virtually lost to history, 
overwhelmed by what was to come, but the first time King dreamed his 
dream at a large public gathering, he dreamed it in Detroit.
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“It was a joyous experience. We sang all the way,” said one participant at the Walk to Free-
dom. “I had never seen anything like it, just unbelievable. But I think part of it was pent-up 
emotion.”

Lyndon Johnson visited Detroit in January 1963 to unveil a plaque at the Second Baptist 
Church marking the hundredth anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation. He returned 
in May 1964 and declared Detroit the “herald of hope.”
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RIGHT: William D. Laurie, the head of advertising 
giant J. Walter Thompson’s Detroit office, oversaw 
the agency’s account for Ford Motor Company 
during the selling of the Mustang. Laurie was part of 
Detroit’s automobile royalty, married to the daugh-
ter of a former Chrysler Corporation treasurer.

BELOW: Henry Ford II in front of the Mustang, the 
car “designed with young America in mind.” The car 
was unveiled at the Ford Wonder Rotunda at the 
New York World’s Fair in April 1964.

Music and cars, Motown 
and the Mustang, merged 
seamlessly in a video of 
Martha and the Vandellas 
on the assembly line at 
Ford’s Dearborn plant 
singing “Nowhere to Run.”
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1963
January 1 In his New Year’s Day message, Mayor Jerome Cavanagh declares 1962 

“the year of Detroit’s rebirth” and promises the momentum will be car-

ried into 1963.

January 5 Police Commissioner Edwards breaks the story linking Detroit Lions 

football star Alex Karras and a few teammates to the Party Bus and local 

mobsters Tony and Vito Giacalone.

January 6 LBJ visits Detroit to mark the hundredth anniversary of the Emancipa-

tion Proclamation.

January 11 Life magazine runs a feature spread on the auto boom, “Glow from De-

troit.”

Mid-January Ford Division general manager Lee Iacocca guides J. Walter Thompson 

executives into a top-security styling room in Dearborn to show them 

a model of what eventually will be named the Mustang. At this early 

stage they start working on a marketing campaign calling the model a 

Torino.

February 15 Detroit Olympic Committee mobilizes to hold off an attempt by Los 

Angeles to strip Detroit of its nomination as the U.S. candidate for the 

1968 Summer Olympics.

February 20 A report released by sociologists at Wayne State University predicts 

that Detroit will lose one quarter of its 1960 population by the end of 

the decade. The report finds that productive taxpayers are leaving the 

city, “leaving behind the nonproductive.”

February 22 Motown releases “Come and Get These Memories” by Martha and the 

Vandellas, a song that captures the Motown sound.

March 17 Rev. C. L. Franklin, Aretha’s father, moves his New Bethel Baptist 

Church congregation to new quarters on Linwood Avenue, ending the 

wandering that began with urban renewal demolition of the old church 

on Hastings Street.

March 19 U.S. Olympic Committee turns back L.A.’s attempt to preempt Detroit 

and reaffirms its support of Detroit’s bid for the 1968 Summer Olym-

pics.

April 20 Martin Luther King is released from Birmingham jail after protests 



 there. From Detroit, Walter Reuther and the United Auto Workers pro-

vide much of the money to win the release of King and his supporters.

May 17 Reverend Franklin and others form the Detroit Council for Human 

Rights and begin planning a rally in support of Martin Luther King and 

the southern civil rights movement.

June 11 The Kennedy administration confronts George Wallace, governor of 

Alabama, at the schoolhouse door and forces the integration of the Uni-

versity of Alabama. That night JFK delivers a nationally televised speech 

unveiling his civil rights legislation. Hours later Medgar Evers, NAACP 

field secretary in Mississippi, is assassinated.

June 22 Reuther joins King and other civil rights leaders at a meeting in the 

Oval Office with JFK regarding plans for protest marches that sum-

mer.  That same day, back in Detroit, Police Commissioner Edwards 

announces the arrest of mobster Tony Giacalone on bribery charges.

June 23 King, Reverend Franklin, Mayor Cavanagh, and Walter Reuther lead a 

Walk to Freedom with more than 100,000 citizens down Woodward 

Avenue to Cobo Hall, where King delivers a version of the “I Have a 

Dream” speech that will become famous two months later.

June 29 Governor Romney, who missed the Walk to Freedom because as a 

Mormon he does not work on Sundays, joins an open-housing protest 

march in Grosse Pointe, the elite suburb east of the city.

July 5 Detroit prostitute Cynthia Scott, known as St. Cynthia, is shot and 

killed by Detroit police early in the morning near the corner of John R 

and Brush, setting off a hot summer of protest over police treatment of 

black citizens and undermining Commissioner Edwards’s two-year ef-

fort to improve relations between his department and the African 

American community.

August 2 Work crews haul debris from the site where the Gotham Hotel has just 

been demolished. John White, the owner, is on his way to prison on 

gambling charges.

August 5 Berry Gordy concludes contract negotiations with Martin Luther King 

and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference for permission to 

sell an album recording of his speech in Detroit.



August 28 King delivers his “I Have a Dream” speech at the end of the March on 

Washington. Reuther also speaks at the historic rally. Berry Gordy, re-

alizing the Washington version has overtaken the Detroit version of 

King’s speech, begins the process of turning it into an album.

September 10 International Olympic Committee president Avery Brundage comes to 

Detroit, the city of his birth, and is courted by Detroit officials seeking 

1968 Summer Games.

October 8 Detroit Common Council defeats open-housing legislation.

October 13 The Olympic torch arrives in Detroit after being carried by a relay of 

runners 2,600 miles from Los Angeles. Protesters angry at the defeat of 

open-housing legislation boo during the playing of the National An-

them at the arrival ceremony.

October 16 Mayor Cavanagh and Governor Romney lead Detroit delegation to 

Baden-Baden, the resort town in West Germany where the IOC is 

meeting to select a site for the 1968 Olympics. They learn that IOC 

delegates have been sent letters from Detroit saying the city should not 

be picked because it did not play fair on open housing.

October 18 IOC awards the 1968 Olympics to Mexico City. Detroit, once optimis-

tic of winning, finishes a distant second.

November 10 Malcolm X delivers his “Message to the Grassroots” at King Solomon 

Baptist Church in Detroit, criticizing King and other mainstream civil 

rights leaders. During the same week C. L. Franklin stages a Negro 

Summit Leadership Conference that is shunned by most of Detroit’s 

black Baptist preachers.

November 16 Motown presents its full Motortown Revue to sellout crowds at the Fox 

Theater, with Smokey Robinson and the Miracles closing each show 

with a raucous version of “Mickey’s Monkey.” That same week, the 

Flame Show Bar, Detroit’s premier black music club, closes after being 

targeted for demolition in the name of urban renewal.

November 22 President Kennedy is assassinated in Dallas.

November 24 President Johnson calls Walter Reuther, who is in Washington for the 

funeral, at his Washington hotel room and says he needs his help.



December 11 Former police commissioner Edwards is confirmed by the U.S. Senate 

for a seat on the federal bench.

December 13 Blues singer Dinah Washington, wife of Lions defensive back Night 

Train Lane, dies of an overdose of pills at their Detroit home. Aretha 

Franklin sings at her memorial service at New Bethel Baptist.

1964
January Mayor Cavanagh is named one of the Outstanding Young Men in 

America by the U.S. Junior Chamber of Commerce. Talk begins that he 

might challenge Romney and run for governor. Romney, meanwhile, 

says he would consider seeking the Republican presidential nomina-

tion if people want him and that the policies of candidate Barry Gold-

water would prove a long-term disaster for the party.

March 5 Walter Buhl Ford III, nephew of Henry Ford II, drives a red Mustang 

convertible into downtown Detroit a month before the car is to be un-

veiled. Photos are published in the Free Press. Assembly-line produc-

tion of Mustangs at Dearborn plant begins the following week.

March 13 Motown’s Mary Wells records “My Guy,” written by Smokey Robinson, 

that takes her to the top of the charts, displacing the Beatles from the 

No. 1 position.

April 13 Lee Iacocca unveils the Mustang at a press conference in the Ford Won-

der Rotunda at the New York World’s Fair, launching one of biggest 

marketing campaigns in history.

April 17 The Mustang goes on sale across the country, setting sales records.

April 22 New York World’s Fair officially opens. Civil rights demonstrators at-

tend fair, and a sit-down protest at the Ford pavilion prompts closing of 

the Magic Skyway ride.

May 22 LBJ lands in Detroit, met by Mayor Cavanagh, George Romney, 

and  Henry Ford II, who endorses him. After declaring the city “the 

 herald of hope,” the president travels to nearby Ann Arbor to deliver 

his “Great Society” speech at the University of Michigan commence-

ment.
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