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California lawYer:
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Much scholarly attention has been paid to the lawyers who estab-
lished the profession in California during the nineteenth century. 

By following the migration of Midwesterners and former Confederate 
officers to the West after the 1860s, historians have reconstructed the 
lives and work of the legal and judicial professions in California after 
statehood. During the Progressive Era, California’s lawyers took up the 
concerns of Progressives nationwide, sanding the sharp corners of indus-
trialism and the economic inequalities that resulted from it. The rights of 
workers, small-scale entrepreneurs, children, women laborers, and wom-
en’s right to vote all became central focus points of California politics 
after 1900. The stories of many lawyers who played a part in transition-
ing California to this new era of public policy and the new areas of law 
practice that came with it have gone largely untold. With the founding of 
the state’s first law schools, a generation of home-grown and — trained 
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lawyers were positioned to become the foundation of Progressive Era 
California.1

One such lawyer was Aaron Sapiro, who typified several salient char-
acteristics of this new generation of lawyers. Sapiro is best known as the 
man who sued Henry Ford for libel in 1927. The case ended in mistrial 
and an out-of-court settlement; as a result, few people understand not 
only what the trial was about but what Sapiro had done in his legal career 
to draw Ford’s ire in the first place. For more than a dozen years, Sapiro 
organized farmers’ marketing cooperatives that were designed to provide 
farmers with the same economic advantages as those enjoyed by labor 
unions and corporations. Sapiro saw law as a tool to reshape society and 
to make economic institutions behave rationally. His determination to use 
law to achieve social change stemmed from an awareness of his own talent 
as well as an undeniable ability to seize the moment. As he told an inter-
viewer in 1923, “[T]he gift of leadership is not so much a matter of brains 
as of intensity. If you are so completely saturated with anything that you 
think it and dream it and live it, to the exclusion of all distracting influ-
ences, nothing on earth can stop you from being a leader in that particular 
movement.” For Sapiro, what mattered was to have a vision of the world as 
it ought to be; persuading others was merely a matter of insisting on his vi-
sion as against “all distracting influences.” 2 This article, in telling Sapiro’s 
life story, reconnects him to his intellectual roots in California’s tradition 
of legal progressivism.

Sapiro’s career followed an unlikely route. He was born in San Fran-
cisco to Polish immigrants who raised him and seven siblings in desperate 
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poverty. His father died in a train accident when Aaron was nine, forcing 
his mother to send him and most of the Sapiro children to a San Francis-
co orphanage. After six wretched years, Aaron escaped to Hebrew Union 
College in Cincinnati, where he attended college and studied for the rab-
binate. His orphanage experience seared into him a thorough distrust for 
authority. Spending time in seminary hardened in him the conviction that 
organized religion was useless if he were going to change the world. And 
so with one year left before ordination, he returned to California to enroll 
at Hastings College of the Law.3

During his seminary years, Sapiro encountered new friends who in-
fluenced his life in lasting ways. On his summer breaks, he returned to 
Northern California to visit his mother and teach in synagogues. One as-
signment placed him in a children’s bible class in Stockton, up the Sacra-
mento River Delta from Oakland. Sapiro’s teaching position brought him 
in contact with one of Stockton’s most prominent Jewish families, Michael 
and Rose Arndt. The Arndts had two children: Stanley, a studious boy, and 
Janet, a girl who was barely ten in 1905 when her parents enrolled her in 
Aaron’s scripture class.4 Rose Arndt took more than a passing interest in the 
serious seminarian. She introduced him to Stockton society, broadening 
his circle beyond the families he met at the synagogue. Soon she invited 
him to accompany the family on day trips around Northern California. 
Before long an understanding emerged: Aaron and Janet were betrothed. 
In 1913, the couple married and settled in San Francisco.5 
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