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“Judicial independence is not merely a principle to aspire to; it is a basic 
tenet of our system of governance that must be protected if our 
democracy is to flourish. 
 
“In times of uncertainty, people blinded by fear are willing to sacrifice 
their rights in exchange for a false sense of security. But the judiciary 
cannot succumb to such pressures. People may be swayed by the politics 
of fear, but the Constitution will not waiver. Judicial independence 
guarantees it.“ 
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Brief Resume of the Honorable Damon J. Keith 

  
   
Federal Judicial Service: 
 
 U.S. District Court, Eastern District of Michigan 
 

• Nominated by Lyndon B. Johnson on September 25, 1967 
 
• Confirmed by the Senate on October 12, 1967, and received 

commission on October 12, 1967.  
 

• Served as chief judge, 1975-1977.  
 

 U.S. Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit 
 

• Nominated by Jimmy Carter on September 28, 1977, to a seat vacated 
by Wade Hampton McCree, Jr.; 

 
• Confirmed by the Senate on October 20, 1977, and received 

commission on October 21, 1977.  
 

• Assumed senior status on May 1, 1995. 
 
Education: 

 
West Virginia State College, B.A., 1943 

 
Howard University School of Law, LL.B., 1949 

 
Wayne State University Law School, LL.M., 1956 

 
Professional Career: 
 
U.S. Army, 1943-1946 
 
Private practice, Detroit, Michigan, 1950-1967 
 



 

 
 

Attorney, Office of Friend of the Court, Detroit, Michigan, 1951-1955 



 

 
 

THE HONORABLE DAMON J. KEITH 
SUMMARY BIOGRAPHY AND AWARDS* 

 
Damon Jerome Keith was born on July 4, 1922, in Detroit, Michigan, shortly 

after his father, Perry Alexander Keith, moved his wife, Annie Louise (Williams) 

Keith, and their five children from Atlanta, Georgia to take a foundry job at Ford 

Motor Company's Rouge plant.  

After graduating from Detroit's Northwestern High School in 1939, Damon 

Keith became the first member of his family to attend college, earning a bachelor's 

degree from West Virginia State College, one of the nation's historically black 

schools, in 1943.  He served three years in the U. S. Army and then, following the 

advice of his mentor, West Virginia State president, John W. Davis, enrolled in 

Howard University Law School, where Thurgood Marshall and others were planning 

the legal strategy for the civil rights battles of the 1950's.  He received his LL.B. in 

1949 and an LL.M. in labor law from Wayne State University in Detroit in 1956.  

Judge Keith spent the early years of his career with the Detroit law firm of 

Loomis, Jones, Piper & Colden and on the staff of the Wayne County Friend of the 

Court.  He was one of six Detroit attorneys invited to the White House in 1963 by 

then President John F. Kennedy to discuss the role of lawyers in the civil rights 

struggle.  In 1964 he and four other black attorneys formed Keith, Conyers, 

Anderson, Brown & Wahls, locating themselves in what previously had been the all-

white legal district of downtown Detroit.  During this period he also served as chair of 

the Michigan Civil Rights Commission and president of the Detroit Housing 

Commission.   



 

 
 

 

In 1967 President Lyndon Johnson, upon the recommendation of Michigan 

Senator Philip Hart, appointed him to the U.S. District Court for the Eastern District 

of Michigan, only the second African American to sit on that court.  Judge Keith 

served on the district court from 1967 until 1977, becoming chief judge in 1975.  

During his tenure, he delivered several landmark rulings in civil rights and civil 

liberties cases:  on school desegregation in Davis v. School District of the City of 

Pontiac (1970); on employment discrimination and affirmative action in Stamps v. 

Detroit Edison Co. (1973) and Baker v. City of Detroit (1979); and on housing 

discrimination in Garrett v. City of Hamtramck (1971) and Zuch v. Hussey (1975).  

But he is most frequently cited for his opinion in U.S. v. Sinclair (1971), dubbed the 

"Keith decision."  In Sinclair, Judge Keith, sitting on the district court, found that then-

President Richard Nixon and then-Attorney General John Mitchell could not engage 

in warrantless wiretap surveillance of three individuals suspected of conspiring to 

destroy government property because the surveillance was in violation of the Fourth 

Amendment.  Judge Keith wrote: 

The great umbrella of personal rights protected by the Fourth 

Amendment has unfolded slowly, but very deliberately, throughout our 

legal history. 

. . . 

The final buttress to this canopy of Fourth Amendment protected 

is derived from the [Supreme] Court’s declaration that the Fourth 

Amendment protects a defendant from the evil of the uninvited ear. 

. . . 

It is to be remembered that the protective sword which is 



 

 
 

sheathed in the scabbard of Fourth amendment rights, and which 

insured that these fundamental rights will remain inviolate, is the well-

defined rule of exclusion. And, in turn, the cutting edge of the 

exclusionary rule is the requirement that the Government obtain a 

search warrant before it can conduct a lawful search and seizure. It is 

this procedure of obtaining a warrant that inserts the impartial judgment 

of the Court between the citizen and the Government. 

This decision was affirmed by the Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit, and 

unanimously upheld by the United States Supreme Court.  

In 1977 President Jimmy Carter appointed Judge Keith to the U.S. Court of 

Appeals for the Sixth Circuit where he has served for the past twenty-nine years 

(taking senior status in 1995).    

To this day, Judge Keith remains a dedicated and active voice in support of 

civil rights.  In 2002, he authored the Sixth Circuit’s often-quoted and frequently 

eloquent opinion in Detroit Free Press v. Ashcroft, 303 F.3d 681, 683 (6th Cir. 2002), 

a landmark decision flatly rejecting the government’s claim that it could hold 

deportation proceedings against Rabih Haddad in secret.  Judge Keith wrote: “The 

Executive Branch seeks to uproot people's lives outside the public eye and behind a 

closed door. . . . Democracies die behind closed doors."  "When government begins 

closing doors," he said, "it selectively controls information rightfully belonging to the 

people. Selective information is misinformation."  He said, "A government operating 

in the shadow of secrecy stands in complete opposition to the society envisioned by 

the framers of our Constitution." 

Judge Keith also has been an outspoken advocate of judicial independence, 

writing, in an April 16, 2006 op-ed entitled “Recent attacks on independence of 



 

 
 

judges endanger democracy”: 

Our country is in crisis. The Constitution, the Bill of Rights and 

the independence of the judiciary are under attack. If we, as Americans, 

do not act, our democracy as we know it will be lost. As abolitionist 

Wendell Phillips said, "Eternal vigilance is the price of liberty." 

One need look no further than today's headlines about certain 

overzealous members of Congress who are once again threatening to 

strip away the constitutional system of checks and balances that has 

protected our democracy for more than 200 years. American history 

teaches us that whenever a court's decision does not agree with the 

nakedly partisan and self-serving interests of certain segments of the 

populace, then politicians begin to threaten the independence of the 

judiciary. 

As far back as Marbury v. Madison in 1803 and Brown v. Board 

of Education in 1954, calls have rung out to impeach chief justices for 

unpopular decisions. I have personal experience with unfounded 

questions about my judicial decisions. In the 1970s, President Richard 

Nixon's administration attacked my ruling that not even the president 

could bypass the Constitution to wiretap phone lines without a warrant 

in the name of "national security." 

Today's attacks are no different. In the past year, some threats 

against the judiciary have been very bold. U.S. Rep. Tom DeLay, R-

Texas, upon disagreeing with the judgment of what he called the 

"arrogant, out-of-control, unaccountable judiciary," asked the Judiciary 

Committee to examine the decisions of judges. He unabashedly 

proclaimed: "We set up the courts. We can unset the courts. We have 

the power of the purse." What arrogance! 

Recently, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg described threats made 

against her and former Justice Sandra Day O'Connor on an Internet 

posting: "Okay, commandoes, here is your first patriotic assignment ... 



 

 
 

an easy one. ... If you are what you say you are, and NOT armchair 

patriots, then these two justices will not live another week." 

O'Connor also noted that death threats against judges were 

increasing, and that, according to National Public Radio, "It doesn't help 

when a high-profile senator suggests there may be a connection 

between violence against judges and decisions that the senator 

disagrees with." O'Connor was, of course, referring to comments U.S. 

Sen. John Cornyn, R-Texas, made after the husband and mother of a 

federal judge were brutally murdered last year by a man who was 

unhappy the judge dismissed his case. 

These efforts to undermine the independence of the federal 

judiciary are motivated, more often than not, by anger from right-wing 

extremists upset over a judicial decision that affirmed either civil rights 

or civil liberties protections they did not agree with. 

The framers of the Constitution did not arbitrarily grant life tenure 

to federal judges or casually prohibit the other branches of government 

from decreasing federal judges' salaries. It was done to promote and 

protect judicial independence. As Founding Father Alexander Hamilton 

stated, "The complete independence of the courts of justice is peculiarly 

essential in a limited constitution." 

The importance of this independence was never more apparent 

than in the aftermath of the highly contested 2000 presidential election, 

when the Supreme Court voted 5-4 to give the presidency to George 

W. Bush. The country did not erupt. No one rioted in the streets. The 

nation was able to survive this questionable decision because the rule 

of law prevailed. 

Judicial independence is not merely a principle to aspire to; it is a 

basic tenet of our system of governance that must be protected if our 

democracy is to flourish. 

In times of uncertainty, people blinded by fear are willing to 



 

 
 

sacrifice their rights in exchange for a false sense of security. But the 

judiciary cannot succumb to such pressures. People may be swayed by 

the politics of fear, but the Constitution will not waiver. Judicial 

independence guarantees it. In 1776, our nation's founders understood 

what those who wish to encroach upon judicial independence fail to 

realize today: The continued freedom of this country's citizenry must 

begin and end with an independent judiciary. 

In the midst of these vicious attacks on the judiciary, I challenge 

the American people to exercise vigilance. If we who love America don't 

do it, who will? 

DAMON J. KEITH 

“If you want an American hero? A real hero?” wrote New York Times columnist, Bob 

Herbert, in his September 2, 2002 op-ed entitled Secrecy is our Enemy, “I nominate 

Judge Damon J. Keith.”  

In 1985, Chief Justice Warren E. Burger appointed Judge Keith as Chairman 

of the Bicentennial of the Constitution Committee for the Sixth Circuit. Then, in 1987, 

Judge Keith was appointed by Chief Justice William Rehnquist to serve as the 

National Chairman of the Judicial Conference Committee on the Bicentennial of the 

Constitution. In 1990, President George Bush appointed him to the Commission on 

the Bicentennial of the Constitution. In recognition of Judge Keith's service to the 

Bicentennial Committee, more than 300 Bill of Rights plaques commemorating this 

important constitutional anniversary bear Judge Keith's name and adorn the walls of 

courthouses and law schools throughout the United States and Guam, as well as the 

FBI Headquarters and the Thurgood Marshall Federal Judiciary Center in 

Washington, D.C.  

In 1993, Wayne State University Professor Emeritus, Edward J. Littlejohn, 



 

 
 

approached Judge Keith about creating a collection of photographs, personal 

papers, legal memoranda, and memorabilia from African-American lawyers and 

judges. This was the beginning of the Damon J. Keith Collection of African-American 

Legal History, which is the first and only collection of its kind. Wayne State University 

Law School continued with a series of projects honoring Judge Keith, including a 

proposed $16.5 million addition to the school called the Damon J. Keith Center for 

Civil Rights (“Keith Center”), the funding of the Damon J. Keith Chair in Civil Rights, 

and the further development of the Damon J. Keith Collection of African-American 

Legal History, which will have its permanent residence at the Keith Center.  

Recognition, Awards and Honorary Degrees 

Judge Keith is the recipient of numerous honors and awards, including the 

NAACP's highest award, the Springarn Medal, in 1974, the American Bar 

Association's Thurgood Marshall Award in 1997, the prestigious Edward J. Devitt 

Award for Distinguished Service to Justice in 1998 and honorary degrees from Yale 

University, Georgetown University, the University of Michigan, Tuskegee University 

and over thirty other institutions.  The Detroit Board of Education has named an 

elementary and middle school in his honor. 

Judge Keith has received 38 honorary degrees from the following colleges and 

universities:  West Virginia State College, Wayne State University, Howard 

University, Lincoln University, University of Detroit, Atlanta University, Detroit 

College of Law, University of Michigan, New York Law School, Michigan State 

University, Marygrove College, Detroit Institute of Technology, Shaw College, 

Central State University, Yale University, Loyola Law School (Los Angeles), Eastern 



 

 
 

Michigan University, Virginia Union University, Central Michigan University, 

Morehouse College, Western Michigan University, Tuskegee University, Georgetown 

University, Hofstra University, DePaul University, Ohio State University, Colgate 

University, Paine College, Bowling Green State University, College of William & 

Mary, Spelman College, University of Cincinnati, Oberlin College, and University of 

North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Oakland University, Ohio Northern University, 

Lawrence Technological University, and Wilberforce University. 

In 1974, the Detroit Board of Education dedicated one of its primary schools in 

his honor, naming it The Damon J. Keith Elementary School.  Judge Keith is also a 

recipient of numerous awards, most notably:  the NAACP=s highest award, the 

Spingarn Medal (past recipients include the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., Justice 

Thurgood Marshall, and General Colin Powell); and the Distinguished Public Service 

Award from the National Anti-Defamation League of B=nai B=rith.  He has also been 

recognized by the Detroit Legal News as one of only 16 Legal Legends of the 

Century in Michigan.  In addition, Wayne State University has recently created the 

Damon J. Keith Law Collection, the first national archive devoted entirely to the 

accomplishments of our nation=s African American lawyers and judges.  Most 

recently, he received the lifetime achievement award from the National Black 

College Alumni and was inducted into their Hall of Fame.  Judge Keith was named 

the 1997 recipient of the American Bar Association=s Thurgood Marshall Award.  In 

naming Judge Keith the recipient of this highest of honors, the ABA said:  AJudge 

Keith represents the best in the legal profession.  His work reflects incisive analysis 

of issues, principled application of laws and the Constitution, passionate belief in the 



 

 
 

courts= role in protecting civil rights, a commitment to community service and, most 

significantly, an independence of mind to do what=s right that is at the core of his 

view of professional responsibility.  There is no better role model today for lawyers 

and law students seeking to work for equal justice.@ 

In 1998, Judge Keith was selected to receive of the Detroit Urban League=s 

1998 Distinguished Warrior Award, as well as recipient of the prestigious Edward J. 

Devitt Award for Distinguished Service to Justice.  The Devitt Award annually honors 

a federal judge who has achieved an exemplary career and has made significant 

contributions to the administration of justice, the advancement of the rule of law, and 

the improvement of society as a whole.  Judge Keith was nominated for the Devitt 

Award by lawyers and judges throughout the country.  United States Court of 

Appeals Judge Peter Fay remarked:  AOne cannot be around Damon for very long 

without sensing his commitment to all that is good about our country.  But, unlike 

many, he does not limit his commitment to words B his actions speak volumes.  He 

gets involved.  He spends the time.  He does the work.  Yes, he gets his hands >dirty= 

because there is nothing he will not do if he is convinced it will help others and 

strengthen our way of life.@ 

In 1999, The Michigan Chronicle chose Judge Keith to represent the legal 

profession as one of ten of AThe Century=s Finest@ Michiganders.  His dedication to 

equality under the law and his contributions to civil rights prompted the Chronicle to 

say:  AThere is no better role model today for lawyers and law students seeking to 

work for equal justice.@ 

In January of 2000, Turner Broadcasting Systems, presented Judge Keith the 



 

 
 

Pinnacle Award at the Eighth Annual Trumpet Awards in Atlanta.  Trumpet Awards 

are given annually to African Americans whose achievements in their fields, coupled 

with their humanitarian and community-oriented efforts, have helped create a better 

society. 

In February of 2000, Judge Keith=s career was profiled by Court TV as part of 

a   program honoring AAmerica=s Great Legal Minds@ in honor of Black History 

Month. 

On February 17, 2001, Judge Keith received the American Bar Association 

Spirit of Excellence Award. 

Judge Keith is married to Rachel Boone Keith, M.D.  They have three 

daughters, Gilda Keith, Debbie Keith, and Cecile Keith-Brown.  Cecile and her 

husband, Daryle Brown, are parents of Judge Keith=s granddaughters, Nia and 

Camara. 

As a community leader, Judge Keith organized local businessmen to provide 

housing for Mrs. Rosa Parks, after she was robbed and physically assaulted in her 

house. In 2004, Judge Keith was again responsible for organizing members of 

Detroit's African-American business community, this time to save the city's Charles 

H. Wright Museum of African-American History from bankruptcy.   Judge Keith has 

played an active role in a number of civic, cultural and educational organizations, 

including the Detroit YMCA, the Detroit Arts Commission, the Detroit Cotillion Club 

and Interlochen Arts Academy, and has been a tireless fundraiser for the United 

Negro College Fund and the Detroit NAACP.  In addition, he serves as a deacon of 

the Tabernacle Baptist Church.  



 

 
 

In 2005, Judge Keith was honored to be a co-chair for the National Victory 

Celebration for the Farewell to Mrs. Rosa Parks, organizing the homegoing services 

for Mrs. Parks across the country. He accompanied her body, as she was honored in 

Montgomery, Alabama, Washington, D.C., and Detroit, Michigan. Judge Keith, who 

presented Mrs. Parks with the Spingarn Award, the NAACP's highest award, in 

Louisville, Kentucky in 1979, says that “Mother Parks represents everything that my 

legal and judicial career has stood for. It was a honor to celebrate her life with the 

rest of the world.”  

In Judge Keith's continuing commitment to develop and mentor aspiring 

lawyers and judges, he advises:  

 Hard work, absolute honesty and integrity, and being kind and considerate to 

your colleagues are the most important attributes of a good attorney or judge. 

Having faith in God and remembering to serve your fellowman, however are 

indispensable to being a complete and good human being. 

 Judge Keith is married to Rachel Boone Keith, M.D. They have three 

daughters, Gilda Keith, Debbie Keith, and Cecile Keith-Brown. Cecile and her 

husband, Daryle Brown, are parents of Judge Keith's granddaughters, Nia and 

Camara.  

* This biography is quoted almost entirely from the official biographical sketch, which 
was provided by Judge Keith’s office, and the biography found on-line at 
http://keithcollection.wayne.edu/about/bio.html 



 

 
 

 
 

 
Damon J. Keith Law Collection 

 
Judge Damon Jerome Keith Chronology 

 
"I enjoy difficult decisions. I am not indecisive." 

--Judge Damon Keith, The Nation Dec. 24, 1973 

b July 4, 1922 (Father Perry b 12/2/1875, married Annie Williams in Atlanta 
12/6/06 -- moved to Michigan to work at Ford's River Rouge Plant foundry) 

1939 Northwestern H.S., Detroit  
1943 B.A., West Virginia State College  
1943-
1946 U.S. Army  

1949 LLB., Howard University Law School  
1950 Admitted to Michigan Bar  
1950-
1952 Associate: Loomis, Jones, Piper & Colden  

1952-
1956 Friend of Court Enforcement Attorney  

1957 

Partner: Colden, Snowden, Smith and Keith 
(Through 1961) 
NAACP "Fight for Freedom" Dinner Chair (has 
attended every dinner since first in 1956) 

 

1958 

Wayne County Board of Supervisors (through 
1963) 
Detroit Housing Commission (through 1967) 
(VP, 1959; Pres 1960-67) 

 



 

 
 

1960 Commissioner, State Bar of Michigan (through 
1967)  

1961 Solo practitioner (through 1964) 
Legal Staff, Detroit Board of Education  

1963 

Chair, Civil Rights Committee, Detroit Bar 
Association 
Invited to Washington by President John F. 
Kennedy to be one of six Detroit Lawyers to 
discuss civil rights 

 

1964 

Chair, Michigan Civil Rights Commission 
(through 1967) 
Establishes prominent African-American firm of 
Keith, Conyers, Anderson, Brown and Wahls 
(through 1967). Partners: Nathan Conyers, 
Herman Anderson, Joseph Brown, Myron 
Wahls. 
Committee to Study and Revise the Criminal 
Code of Michigan, State Bar 
Michigan Committee on Manpower 
development and Vocational Training 

 

1965 Committee on Bail and Criminal Justice, State 
Bar (Appointed by Justice Michael Cavanaugh)  

1966 Commissioner, State Bar of Michigan (through 
1967) (1st African- American Commissioner)  

1967 

Appointed U.S. District Judge (Eastern District 
of Michigan) (2nd African-American Judge in 
Eastern District of Michigan) 
Nominated by Sen. Phillip Hart 

 

1970 

Davis v. School District of Pontiac, Inc.. 309 F. 
Supp 734. Pontiac desegregation decision 
(schools responsible for "necessary steps" to 
alleviate segregation -- eliminated distinction 
between de jure  and de facto segregation) 
Madison Realty Co. v. Detroit  315 F. Supp 367 
(E.D. Mich. 1970) 

 

1971 

U.S. v. Sinclair -- U.S. v. District Court for 
Michigan   321 F. Supp1074. (Nixon-White 
Panther Party wiretap decision) -- Keith: "Such 
power held by one individual [the President] 
was never contemplated by the framers of our 

 



 

 
 

Constitution and cannot be tolerated today." 
Named one of "One Hundred Influential Black 
Americans" by Ebony (1971 - 1992) 
Garrett v. City of Hamtramck 335 F. Supp. 16 
(1971) and 357 F. Supp. 925 (1973) 

1972 Morris v. Michigan State Board of Education 
No. 38169 E.D. Mich. 1972  

1973 
Stamps v. Detroit Edison Co , 365 F. Supp 87 
(E.D. Mich 1973) 
(Detroit Edison Employee Discrimination suit) 

 

1974 

1974 NAACP Spingarn Medal "In tribute to his 
steadfast defense of constitutional principles as 
revealed in a series of memorable decisions he 
handed down as a U.S. District Court Judge; In 
praise of his trail- blazing Pontiac (Michigan) 
decision which virtually eliminated the 
distinction between de jure  and de facto school 
segregation"; in recognition of his lifetime of 
distinguished public service on behalf of his city, 
state and nation and, particularly, of his race; 
and in genuine appreciation of the model he 
has afforded aspiring young black folk, The 
National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored people proudly presents this Fifty-ninth 
Spingarn Medal to Damon J. Keith 
Distinguished Jurist, Compassionate Interpreter 
of the Law and Dedicated Public 
Servant"(Spingarn citation, Box 2, Damon Keith 
Collection) 
Swears in Mayor Coleman Young of Detroit in 
January 
Special Award, Outstanding Trial Judge, 
Michigan Trial Lawyers Association 
Damon J. Keith Elementary School named by 
Detroit School Board 

 

1975 

Affirmative Action/layoff compromise within 
Detroit Police Department mediated by Judge 
Keith 
Zuch v. Hussey   (Detroit "blockbusting" case) 

 

1976 Considered in running to be named President 
Jimmy Carter"s U.S. Attorney General  



 

 
 

1977 Appointed to U.S. 6th Circuit Court by 
President Jimmy Carter 
Damon J. Keith Middle School named by Detroit 
School Board 

1979 Writes decision in favor of Detroit Police 
Department affirmative action plan  

Other: Lani Guinier, Dennis Archer were law clerks 
1st VP, Detroit NAACP  

 



 

 
 

 
 The Marching Toward Justice exhibit was created by the Damon J. Keith 

Collection to inform the public about the fundamental importance of the 14th 

Amendment and our nation's ongoing quest to realize the high ideals of the 

Declaration of Independence. It tells the story of our government's promotion of 

justice and equality for some, while condoning the enslavement of others, and how 

the ratification of the 14th Amendment in 1868 created a dramatic and fundamental 

break from the past by promising full protection to all American citizens, regardless 

of race, social status, gender, or conflicting state laws. It was a significant step 

toward fulfilling the American Revolution's promise that all men are created equal 

and entitled to full and equal protection under the law. 

 

Judge Keith with President Clinton, Rosa Parks, Mrs. Thurgood Marshall 
and Dean Irvin Reed, at the premiere of the Marching Toward Justice 
Exhibit at the Thurgood Marshall Law Center 
 

 



 

 
 

 Since the inaugural exhibition at the Thurgood Marshall Law Center in 

Washington, D.C., the Exhibit has traveled consistently for nearly six years, to 

more than 30 sites around the country, including Chicago, Detroit, Topeka 

Kansas, Boston, Dallas, and the U.S. Virgin Islands providing an opportunity 

for thousands to learn about the importance of freedom and justice.  
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Wednesday, September 28, 2005 

Saluting a Legend 
WSU building honors civil rights leader Judge Damon Keith 

By Norman Sinclair / The Detroit News 

From humble beginnings as the 
grandson of slaves, Judge Damon 
Jerome Keith rose to the second 
highest level of courts in the land 
by devoting his life to promoting 
social justice.  

Keith's 38-year 
career and the 
landmark decisions 
he wrote will be 

recognized by Wayne State 
University with a $16.5 million 
addition to the university's law 
school, the Damon J. Keith Center 
for Civil Rights.  

The center will salute the 83-
year-old federal judge's 

Robin Buckson / The Detroit News
 
"This is a real high honor, coming in my hometown, and at Wayne," Judge 
Damon Keith says about the law school addition. The three-story law center 
will have an auditorium and classrooms. The center will have a scholarship 
chair established in Keith's name. 
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  Feeds 

accomplishments, but Keith said 
he hopes it also will provide a 
learning environment that will 
motivate future lawyers to adopt his 
passion for the Bill of Rights.  

"This is a real high honor, 
coming in my hometown, and at 
Wayne, where I received my 
master's degree and we already 
have the Damon J. Keith Collection 
of African-American legal history," 
he said.  

"It is especially gratifying 
because the faculty and the 
collection will be training young 
students of the Constitution, the 
Bill of Rights and civil rights."  

The three-story law center will 
contain a 125-seat auditorium with 
classroom space for 100 students. 
The center also will have a 
scholarship chair established in 
Keith's name. The vast collection of 
photographs, plaques, award 
trophies and certificates that line 
nearly every wall and shelf in his 
chambers in the downtown federal 
courthouse will be on permanent 
display in the center.  

A multimillion-dollar gift to the 
university to kick off a fund-raising 
drive for the center has been 
committed by Detroit-area 
shopping mall developer and 
philanthropist A. Alfred Taubman.  

"Judge Keith has been a great 
friend of mine and to Detroit," 
Taubman said in a statement to The 
News. "I am very pleased to be able 
to provide this support and believe 
this facility is fitting recognition for one of the nation's leading jurists and 
exemplary citizens."  

One of the most cherished acknowledgements of Keith's career is the 
collection of more than 300 large brass plaques inscribed with the Bill of 
Rights made for the nation's bicentennial that hang in lobbies of courthouses, 
including the U.S. District Court in Detroit, and in law schools and federal 
buildings across the country.  

Even though more famous jurists like Supreme Court Justices Warren 
Burger and Harry Blackmun served on the bicentennial panel, the members 
only had Keith's name inscribed on the plaques celebrating the Constitution.  

His career as a federal judge began in 1967 when he was appointed to the 
U.S. District Court in Detroit by President Lyndon B. Johnson.  

Keith was appointed to the Cincinnati-based 6th Circuit Court of Appeals, 
which includes Michigan, by President Jimmy Carter in 1977. Although he 

Career highlights  
1939: Graduates from Northwestern High School in 

Detroit 
1943: Bachelor of Arts, Virginia State College 
1946: Law degree, Howard University 
1956: Second law degree specializing in labor law, 

Wayne State University 
1964-67: Chairs Michigan Civil Rights Commission 
1967: Appointed to federal bench in Detroit 
1977: Appointed to 6th Circuit Court of Appeals  

Related links 
 Important Decisions of Judge Damon Keith  
 Damon Keith biography 
 US Circuit Courts of Appeal 
 Keith Chronology  
 The Keith Case 
 Archival collection list 
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took semi-retired senior status at age 72 in 1994, he continues to hear 
cases.  

The many landmark cases with national and local impact that he decided 
include:  

• The 1970 Pontiac public schools desegregation case, in which he ordered 
the busing of white children to integrate the schools. It was the first federal 
court order to integrate schools in the North.  

• The 1971 ruling that rebuked President Richard Nixon and then-Attorney 
General John Mitchell for approving wiretaps of citizens without prior court 
approval. The ruling, which was upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court, became 
known as the Keith Decision.  

• The 1971 case involving the city of Hamtramck in which he ordered 
officials to cease an urban renewal program that victimized blacks. The ruling 
also forced the city to build public housing.  

• A 1973 case in which he ruled that Detroit Edison and a utility worker's 
union were guilty of racial discrimination and ordered an aggressive 
affirmative action program. He ordered fines of $4 million against the 
company and $250,000 against the local.  

• His 1979 order to the Detroit Police Department to carry out Mayor 
Coleman Young's program to integrate the force, including one-for-one 
promotion of black and white officers.  

During those years, the lawyers he influenced when they worked as his 
clerk include Gov. Jennifer Granholm and ex-Detroit Mayor Dennis Archer, 
among others.  

"Judge Keith has embodied the very notion of public service. ... The impact 
that he has had on this state, and on this nation, and frankly, on me, is 
immeasurable," Granholm said.  

Another of his former clerks is Chief Judge Edward Ewell Jr. of Wayne 
Circuit Court.Ewell said his own experience is an example of Keith's 
willingness to reach out to everyone.  

"I went to Wayne, and a lot of judges would only pick law clerks from the 
Harvards and schools of that reputation," he said. "But Judge Keith believed 
in giving everyone willing to work hard a chance, and he gave me a chance 
when a lot of people in his position, quite frankly, wouldn't."  

Keith, one of seven children, was born on Independence Day in Detroit in 
1922. His parents, Perry and Annie, had moved north out of segregated 
Georgia to the Motor City. Perry Keith went to work at the Ford Rouge Plant 
for $5 per day.  

Perry Keith encouraged his son to get a good college education.  
"My father carried himself with such dignity and respect that even his 

friends called him Mr. Keith. I never heard anyone call him Perry. He was the 
finest man I have ever met, and I still think of him every day," said Keith, 
who keeps a portrait of his mother and father directly behind his desk.  

He said he never wanted to let his father down. "I was never late and I 
never missed a day in 12 years of school," Keith said.  

As he prepares for the new session of the 6th Circuit Court, Keith said he 
wishes there was less partisanship in the U.S. judiciary.  

He recalled when the late Sen. Philip Hart, a Democratic Party icon, 
recommended him to President Johnson for the district bench, Sen. Robert 
Griffin, a staunch conservative from northern Michigan, not only supported 
his nomination, but also testified on Keith's behalf.  

"In June, I had the pleasure of swearing in Senator Griffin's son, Richard, 
when he was named to the 6th Circuit bench," Keith said.  

You can reach Norman Sinclair at (313) 222-2034 or 
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nsinclair@detnews.com. 
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