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pawnbroker business and eventually mar-
ried Gussie Robinson. The couple had four 
children—a girl, Regene, and three boys.7

Shortly after Regene was born, the 
Michigan Supreme Court ruled that Merrie 
Hoover Abbott could not serve as an 
elected county prosecutor because she 
couldn’t vote in the election; the opinion 
defined her as being in “‘want of capacity’ 
and ‘classed with children, idiots, lunatics, 
and aliens.’”8

Despite this designation of the female 
sex, Regene was, by all accounts, an excel-
lent student. When her family moved from 
Manhattan to Vancouver, British Columbia, 
she attended Fairview High School;9 in 
1912, she was the highest scorer in her divi-
sion and third highest in her school.10 With 
an eye on a college education, Regene 
moved back to New York to live with her 
grandparents and attended Wadleigh High 
School.11 She earned a scholarship to Cor-
nell University;12 that same year, Montana 
voters elected Jeanette Rankin to become 
the first woman to serve in the United States 
Congress, even though women weren’t al-
lowed to vote in federal elections.13

Regene’s Cornell scholarship covered 
four years of college at $600 a year.14 At 
the time, she was considering either chem-
istry or law as a future profession. In the 
end, the law won out because of timing: 
law courses ended at noon and chemis-
try classes were in the afternoon,15 and the 
self-proclaimed “activity girl”16 and social 
butterfly may have wanted her afternoons 
free for extracurricular activities, including 

or the first time in state history, 
Michigan’s governor, attorney 
general, secretary of state, and 
Supreme Court chief justice are 

all women.1 Michigan’s congressional dele-
gation includes six women, and 54 women 
are members of the state legislature.

In a Detroit Free Press interview ap-
proximately 70 years ago, Regene Freund 
Cohane discussed the Inter-Group Coun-
cil for Women as Public Policy Makers, for 
which she served as membership chair.2 
She remarked that she didn’t expect the 
group to be long-lived “since its purpose, 
to get women appointed to policy-making 
posts, ought to be achieved in a few years.”3 
It was a fairly idealistic viewpoint.

However, the country had changed dra-
matically since Regene’s family first arrived 
in the United States. In 1875, the United 
States Supreme Court ruled in Minor v 
Happersett that the Constitution “does not 
confer the right of suffrage upon any one, 
and that the constitutions and laws of the 
several States which commit that impor-
tant trust to men alone are not necessar-
ily void.”4 Around that same year, Regene’s 
grandfather Philip lost the vast majority of 
his fortune in the financial crash that fol-
lowed the Franco-Prussian War and de-
cided to leave Vienna for the United States.5 
He and his wife, Katherine, settled in New 
York with their five children, the youngest 
of whom was Regene’s father, Henry. The 
Freunds opened a pawnbroker business 
in New York, and Philip served in various 
organizations.6 Henry continued with the 

hockey and drama club.17 She also served 
on Cornell’s Junior and Senior Honorary 
Societies and the college newspaper staff, 
participated in a number of committees, 
and was president of the Intercollegiate 
Vocational Guidance Association.18 Regene 
and six friends also founded a new so-
rority after they were denied admission 
to Cornell’s existing sororities—not be-
cause they were women, but because they 
were Jewish.19

By 1920, there was success on sev-
eral fronts: the Nineteenth Amendment 
to the U.S. Constitution was ratified, giv-
ing women the right to vote; female law-
yers were achieving some recognition (the 
American Bar Association counted at least 
two as members);20 and Regene hung her 
shingle in Detroit.21

The same year that the Sheppard-
Towner Act provided “federal funding for 
maternity and child care,”22 Regene met her 
future husband at a funeral. Louis Starfield 
Cohane, another local attorney, spoke at 
Judge Charles T. Wilkins’s memorial ser-
vice.23 If the circumstances surrounding 
their introduction were unconventional, 
so was their marriage. The couple eloped 
on December 9, 1924, and celebrated their 
nuptials by arguing before the United States 
Supreme Court.24 And while Regene took 
her husband’s name, she was frequently 
known as Regene Freund Cohane.

The couple formed a law practice and 
were constantly in court. They handled 
employment cases,25 garnishment issues,26 
divorces,27 probate matters,28 and injury 
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claims.29 Unlike law school, the docket 
didn’t end at noon, but Regene found time 
to join myriad organizations, often in lead-
ership positions. She was president of the 
Detroit chapter of the National Council of 
Jewish Women30 and a member of the na-
tional organization’s board;31 president of 
the Women Lawyers Association of Mich-
igan;32 a member of the National Associ-
ation of Women Lawyers Board;33 chair of 
the Detroit Federation of Women’s Clubs 
Legislative Division; a member of the 
United Jewish Appeal’s Speakers Commit-
tee;34 and, of course, membership chair 
for the Inter-Group Council for Women 
as Public Policy Makers.35

The Inter-Group Council was mentioned 
in a Michigan newspaper at least as late 
as 1971,36 lasting longer than Regene prob-
ably expected and by which time there 
were 15 female members of Congress, in-
cluding Michigan’s Martha Griffiths.37

Regene Freund Cohane passed away 
in 1992, which was known as the “Year of 
the Woman.” That year’s congressional 
elections ended with 27 new women serv-
ing in Washington, D.C., bringing the total 
number of females in the 103rd Congress 
to 55.38 It was unprecedented—until now. n

Carrie Sharlow is an administrative assistant at 
the State Bar of Michigan.
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Regene Freund (back row, right) at Cornell University; The Cornellian and Class Book, 1919

C
ou

rte
sy

 o
f D

iv
isi

on
 o

f R
ar

e 
an

d 
M

an
us

cr
ip

t C
ol

le
ct

io
ns

,  
C

or
ne

ll 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 Li
br

ar
y

https://www.michigan.gov/documents/whitmer/20190212-Speech-Whitmer-SOTS19_646125_7.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/whitmer/20190212-Speech-Whitmer-SOTS19_646125_7.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/whitmer/20190212-Speech-Whitmer-SOTS19_646125_7.pdf
https://perma.cc/5XPV-XZBZ
https://perma.cc/5XPV-XZBZ
http://www.michbar.org/file/barjournal/article/documents/pdf4article3384.pdf
http://www.michbar.org/file/barjournal/article/documents/pdf4article3384.pdf
http://www.michbar.org/file/barjournal/article/documents/pdf4article3384.pdf
https://history.house.gov/People/Listing/R/RANKIN,-Jeannette-(R000055)/
https://history.house.gov/People/Listing/R/RANKIN,-Jeannette-(R000055)/
https://perma.cc/DP7H-WFRY
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sigma_Delta_Tau
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sigma_Delta_Tau
https://perma.cc/5CW9-N73E
http://wlh.law.stanford.edu/wp-content/uploads/2011/01/smith-a_new_discovery.pdf
http://wlh.law.stanford.edu/wp-content/uploads/2011/01/smith-a_new_discovery.pdf
http://wlh.law.stanford.edu/wp-content/uploads/2011/01/smith-a_new_discovery.pdf
https://perma.cc/E7FE-XTB4
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sheppard%E2%80%93Towner_Act
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sheppard%E2%80%93Towner_Act
https://perma.cc/NCT5-HEVK
https://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/WIC/Historical-Data/Women-Representatives-and-Senators-by-Congress/
https://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/WIC/Historical-Data/Women-Representatives-and-Senators-by-Congress/
https://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/WIC/Historical-Data/Women-Representatives-and-Senators-by-Congress/
https://perma.cc/AK5F-2BJE
https://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/WIC/Historical-Essays/Assembling-Amplifying-Ascending/Introduction/
https://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/WIC/Historical-Essays/Assembling-Amplifying-Ascending/Introduction/
https://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/WIC/Historical-Essays/Assembling-Amplifying-Ascending/Introduction/
https://perma.cc/WT8P-3XPD
https://perma.cc/WT8P-3XPD

