
organization hit a high of nearly 5,000 mem-
bers and a low of approximately 500 mem-
bers. Its current diverse membership of 
nearly 800 is focused on “Raising the Bar 
through Networking, Practice Development, 
and Community Service.”2

The beginning of the first  
bar association in Michigan

In 1836, a small group of men gathered 
and formed the Bar of the City of Detroit. 
Early records reflect an active grievance 
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From the formation of the Detroit 
Metropolitan Bar Association to the 
recent creation of the Judge Charles 

Pratt Bar Association, local and special-
purpose bar associations have promoted 
service to the public and members of the 
State Bar of Michigan for almost 180 years.

While each association has its own goals 
and objectives, the common threads are ed-
ucating the public and attorneys, serving the 
community, promoting ethical behavior of 
attorneys, and fostering camaraderie among 
attorneys and judges.

The associations work with the State Bar 
and the court systems to advance accessibil-

ity to justice, uniformity in practice, techno-
logical advances in the courts and attorney 
offices, and simplification of legal processes.

In this issue, the Michigan Bar Journal 
launches a series focusing on local and 
special-purpose bars written by members 
of those bars. We thank the authors for 
enlightening us on the history of their as-
sociations and the services they provide. 
For the few attorneys in Michigan who are 
not members of a local bar association, we 
hope this series encourages you to become 
active in one. n

If your association would like to be fea-
tured, contact Francine Cullari at cullar-
ilaw@sbcglobal.net.

Francine Cullari is a former member of the SBM 
Board of Commissioners and past president of the 
Genesee County Bar Association. She is in private 
practice and teaches business law, HR law, and 
international business law at UM–Flint. She was 
the 2003 recipient of the MSU College of Law 
George M. Bashara Distinguished Alumni Award 
and the 2014 Roberts P. Hudson Award, the high
est award given by the SBM.

By Francine Cullari

By Margaret A. Costello

Local and Special-Purpose
BAR ASSOCIATIONS

The Detroit Metropolitan Bar Asso-
ciation (DMBA) has a rich heritage. 
The second-oldest bar association 

in the country, it was founded in 1836 as an 
association of lawyers and formally incor-
porated in 1881.1

During the past 180 years, the DMBA has 
evolved from a small group of men con-
cerned with developing a community to fos-
ter the ethical practice of law. It has survived 
significant social and economic changes in 
the Detroit legal market and the profession. 
Over the past 50 years, membership in the 

The Evolution of the
Detroit Metropolitan Bar Association

Surviving and Adapting for 180 Years

committee and periodic meetings over the 
next 45 years, but no regular documentation 
of the organization’s activities between the 
1840s and 1881.3 By 1880, there were 128 
lawyers per 100,000 residents in Michigan, 
most of them in the Detroit metropolitan 
area.4 Even in the late nineteenth century, 
Michigan had a diverse bar.5 The DMBA law 
library was officially established in 18536 
and became a staple in the Detroit legal 
community for 146 years. The Association of 
the Bar of the City of Detroit was formally 
incorporated on May 6, 1881; its purpose 



usefulness and importance of the common 
pleas court, standardization of fees for attor-
neys appointed to represent indigent de-
fendants in the recorder’s court, and the 
work of the grievance committee.11 As a re-
sult of the committee’s work, eight attor-
neys were disbarred that year.12 During this 
time, there was also discussion of a com-
prehensive reorganization and incorpora-
tion of the Michigan State Bar into a “statu-
tory integrated bar.”13

The later twentieth century brought con-
siderable change. In 1999, the DMBA Foun-
dation library closed as online serv ices 
flourished and the cost of maintaining a 
large book collection became cost prohibi-
tive.14 In that same year, the DMBA moved 
its offices from the Buhl Building to the Pe-
nobscot Building.15 The 1990s also saw a 
marked decline in membership as lawyers 
and law firms moved from Detroit into 
neighboring counties, and economic con-
ditions affected others. To accommodate 
change, the DMBA opened the Attorney 
Resource Center or “Lawyers’ Lounge” in 
the Coleman A. Young Municipal Center in 
1992.16 The center provides a comfortable 
place for State Bar members to work and 
meet with clients or others when in Detroit 

reflect motion hearings were held on Satur-
day mornings.9

The twentieth century 
brings changes

In 1909, the Legal Aid Society of De-
troit (now Legal Aid and Defender Asso-
ciation) was founded when the Detroit Bar 
Association appointed a committee to pro-
vide free civil legal services for the city’s 
poor, particularly recent immigrants from 
Europe and those who moved to Detroit 
from the South. The effort was led by Fred 
and Henry Butzel.10

At the 1931 annual meeting, 50 years af-
ter the association’s incorporation, primary 
issues of concern were the study and draft-
ing of proposed legislation to increase the 

was “[t]o maintain the honor and dignity of 
the profession of the law; Increasing its use-
fulness in promoting the due administra-
tion of justice; Cultivating social intercourse 
among its members.”7

The formation of the Detroit Bar pre-
ceded the organization of the State Bar of 
Michigan by more than 50 years. At the 30th 
Annual Meeting of the Michigan State Bar 
Association in 1920, held in Detroit and 
hosted by the Detroit Bar Association, Hon. 
Clarence E. Wilcox welcomed the attendees. 
His address reflected the legal environment 
at the time as he stated, “Detroit has prob-
lems different from the rest of the state, and 
faces certain questions in a different way, 
but there is a cordial feeling on the part of 
the people of Detroit toward the rest of the 
state.”8 It is also notable that meeting records 
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“Ask a Lawyer” Law Day event

Photos courtesy of the Detroit Metropolitan Bar Association

The formation of the 
Detroit Bar preceded 

the organization of the 
State Bar of Michigan 
by more than 50 years.



18 Local and Special-Purpose Bar Associations
Michigan Bar Journal      February 2016

sharing practice tips and allows for net-
working—and hosts a party for summer 
associates and law clerks as well as Pin ‘n’ 
Pinstripes bowling outings.23

The DMBA Foundation

The DMBA Foundation is a recognized 
501(c)(3) charitable organization and funds 
the association’s charitable and commu-
nity service activities.24 Specifically, it sup-
ports the initiatives of the Access to Justice 
Committee of the foundation, which grew 
from the Volunteer Lawyers Program and 
includes the Detroit Legal Services Clinic, a 
partnership between the foundation, area 
legal serv ice providers, and private law firms 
and corporate legal departments.25 Other 
foundation-supported programs include the 
Wayne County Legal Resources Consortium, 
which supports the Michigan Legal Help 
Self-Help Center located in the Penobscot 
Building; the Pro Bono Mentor Program; 
and the Federal Civil Pro Bono Project.26

The foundation’s signature community 
service program is For the Seventh Genera-
tion.27 Established in 2005, it provides non-
legal services donated by doctors, dentists, 
retail and service companies, and others to 
wards of the Wayne County juvenile foster 
care system.28 Programs include The Help 
Closet, a source of clothing, furniture, com-
puters, and toys; Play It Forward, which 
matches children with music instructors 
for a year to provide private lessons on the 
instrument of the child’s choice; Smile It 
Forward, a partnership with the Univer-
sity of Detroit School of Dentistry and pri-
vate orthodontists to provide braces and 
ortho dontic care; the annual Holiday Ba-
zaar; Prom Palooza; and the Book Fair. In 
2014, For the Seventh Generation served 
more than 1,000 children and families in 
Wayne County.29

The foundation raises most of its revenue 
through two events—the Dennis W. Archer 
Public Service Award event and the In Sev-
enth Heaven Gala.

The Dennis W. Archer Public Service 
Award event recognizes outstanding public 
service in the Detroit metropolitan commu-
nity by a member of the legal profession.30 
Archer received the first award in 2002; 
Judges Gerald Rosen and Steven Rhodes of 
the U.S. District Court for the Eastern District 

District Court Judge Denise Page Hood is a 
former DMBA president, and current U.S. 
attorney for the Eastern District of Michi-
gan Barbara McQuade formerly held lead-
ership roles in the DMBA. Many DMBA 
attorneys have gone on to lead as manag-
ing partners of law firms, judges, prosecu-
tors, and officers and board members of 
other organizations.

The DMBA Barristers

The Barristers Section, comprised of law-
yers admitted to practice for 10 years or 
less, has become the DMBA’s most active 
service-oriented section. Its activities in-
clude the School Partnership Program, which 
evolved from the MELL (medical, educa-
tion, legal, and law enforcement) program 
initiated by Archer in 1990 and includes 
mentoring, résumé writing, and interview-
ing workshops; a mock trial; and an essay 
contest as well as school visits and presen-
tations for Detroit high school students.20 
Community service is a primary focus, with 
activities such as the Holiday Food Fund 
Drive and Race for Kids.21 The section cur-
rently sponsors a Happy Feet Sock Drive to 
collect socks and other clothing for the Fort 
Street Open Door Program and volunteers 
at Gleaners Community Food Bank.22 The 
section also meets monthly for Bar Re-
view—which features judges and attorneys 

along with Internet access and copy, fax, 
and printing services.17

During the past 25 years, the DMBA has 
provided its members with opportunities to 
engage in numerous and varied activities, 
including annual bench-bar luncheons to 
recognize retiring judges, Law Day events 
such as Ask the Lawyer, Detroit Bar on Stage 
(a variety show featuring members), and 
events at local venues including the Rooster 
Tail and Motown Museum. Sections and 
committees also have sponsored a variety 
of educational presentations.

Detroit bar members expand 
their leadership and service 
beyond the DMBA

Fourteen DMBA presidents have gone on 
to lead the State Bar of Michigan, beginning 
with George E. Brand, the third State Bar 
president (1937–1938).18 Others were Frank 
H. Boos, Nathan B. Goodnow, A. DeVere 
Ruegsegger, George E. Bushnell Jr. (who 
also served as president of the American Bar 
Association), Ivan E. Barris, George T. Rou-
mell Jr., John A. Krsul Jr., Fred L. Wood-
worth, Thomas G. Kienbaum, Edmund M. 
Brady Jr., J. Thomas Lenga, and W. Anthony 
Jenkins.19 Member Dennis W. Archer served 
as president of the American Bar and Na-
tional Bar associations, Michigan Supreme 
Court justice, and mayor of Detroit. Federal 

DMBA event at the Motown Museum, circa early 1990s
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10. See Legal Aid and Defender Association, History 
<http://lada.detroit.org/history.php>.
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Bar Quarterly 3 (1931).
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that it had an annual operating cost of more  
than $350,000, with annual usage of fewer than 
200 people.

15. Id.
16. DMBA, The Attorney Resource Center (or “Lawyers 
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17. DMBA members receive discounted rates on  
most services.
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(JCEC) <http://www.detroitlawyer.org/
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36. DMBA BarNews, Recent Event: 2014 Raising the Bar 
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sional relationships. As former DMBA Pres-
ident George Roumell said upon receiv-
ing the Frank Murphy Award, “When God 
asks at the pearly gates what I have to say 
for myself, I will proudly tell him I was a 
Detroit lawyer!”38 n
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of Michigan were the 2015 recipients of this 
prestigious honor.31 Since its inception in 
2004, the award has publicly honored those 
members of our profession who exemplify 
the mission and goals of the DMBA and its 
foundation. During the award event, the 
foundation acknowledges DMBA members 
who have not only excelled in their per-
sonal and professional lives but have also 
made significant contributions to the work 
of the foundation—the incoming class of 
Fellows. And because the foundation is ded-
icated to showcasing Detroit as a vibrant 
and vital city, each year it selects an inter-
esting and architecturally significant venue 
for this signature event.

The In Seventh Heaven Gala is held ev-
ery spring and offers food, live music, and 
auction items. All proceeds go to the For 
the Seventh Generation program.32

The DMBA today

The DMBA continues to focus on the 
needs and interests of Detroit-area lawyers. 
It sponsors the swearing-in ceremony for 
new lawyers and offers free annual mem-
bership in the association.33 It launched 
the Inn of Court Program in 2012.34 Its 25- 
member Judicial Candidate Evaluation Com-
mittee vets Wayne County judicial hopefuls 
and publishes the DMBA’s ratings before 
elections.35 In 2010, the association created 
its highest award, the Frank Murphy Award, 
given to an attorney whose career reflects 
exemplary service to the justice system and 
legal profession. The award has been be-
stowed on George T. Roumell Jr., Hon. 
Cornelia Kennedy, Roman Gribbs, Barbara 
McQuade, and Ernest Goodman (posthu-
mously).36 Recent association activities in-
clude a Night Out with the Bench and Bar; 
cosponsoring the movie, Against the Wind: 
Blacks in the Business of Law; the MentorJet 
program at law schools; and cohosting with 
the Wayne County Circuit Court the 2015 
Law Day Program, which draws several 
hundred Detroit high school students and 
includes a mock trial.37

The DMBA has evolved into an organi-
zation relevant to today’s legal community, 
not straying far from its original purpose of 
maintaining honor and dignity in the pro-
fession, promoting the administration of 
justice, and cultivating social and profes-
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