
Detroit’s Motor City Dutch 

13 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Detroit's Motor City Dutch 
James Evenhuis 
 
Introduction 

Detroit had a small but steadily growing Dutch settlement from its 
very early days, and this group grew even more rapidly during the Second 
World War when the automobile industry, then making tanks, bombers, 
and jeeps, recruited new workers by the thousands. Dutch Protestant men 
from Western Michigan joined that labor market and the Dutch 
significantly expanded their presence in the Motor City for the next sixty 
years. 

The French founded Detroit in 1701 when they built a fort armed 
with heavy cannons on the narrows of the Detroit River to protect the 
Great Lakes region of their vast North American empire. In 1759 the 
British took over after decisively defeating the French at Quebec. In 1796, 
more than a decade after the American Revolutionary War ended, the 
British grudgingly surrendered the city to the United States and moved 
their forces across the Detroit River to Canada. 

Detroit, as a whole, expanded rapidly in the 1800s from a 
population of 1,650 in 1810 to 285,000 by 1900. With the beginning of 
automobile production in 1899 the city grew even faster so that by 1950 
Detroit had 1,850,000 residents and was the fifth largest city in the nation. 
Detroit was also the automotive capital of the world.1  

While the Dutch in Detroit remained small in numbers prior to 
World War II, never exceeding 5,000, they were highly diverse and very 
productive (Figure 1). In religion the community included Roman 

                                                 
1Arthur M. Woodford, This is Detroit, 1701-2001 (Detroit:  Wayne State 

University Press, 2001), 25-34, 160. 
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Catholics, Jews, and Calvinist Reformed and Christian Reformed 
Protestants. Socioeconomic groups were as disparate as Amsterdam 
Jewish merchants and Frisian diary farmers. And, in economic status the 
Dutch ranged from postal mail carriers to top executives at Ford Motor 
Company. The United States census of 1980 asked persons to self identify 
their ethnic lineage. In the Metro Detroit Tri County Area 12,500 persons 
identified themselves as Dutch.2 

Figure 1:  Detroit with historic Dutch-Belgian Community 1870-1940  
 
Old Dutch from the East, 1810-1840 

After 1810 a small contingent of Dutch residents from the older 
Dutch communities in New York and New Jersey migrated west and made 
their homes in the new land of opportunity, Detroit. The federal census of 
1820 lists twenty-nine inhabitants of Dutch ancestry in the city.3  

                                                 
2Census of the United States, 1980:  Census of Population V.1, Characteristics 

of the Population, Chapter C, Michigan, 980. 
3Donna Valley Russell, ed., Michigan Censuses 1710-1830; Under French, 

British and Americans (Detroit: Society for Genealogical Research, 1982), 110-31. 
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By 1830, after the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825, the Dutch 
population increased to nearly 100, including such familiar names as 
Voorhies, Post, Pool, and Van Fassen.4 In the 1840s, a second immigrant 
wave from the Netherlands brought “young Dutch” to Michigan to 
augment the “old Dutch.” Most passed through Detroit on steamships or 
railroad cars en route to Western Michigan and points west, but some 
Catholic Dutch from the province of Noord Brabant chose to remain.5 
 
Roman Catholic Dutch 

The Dutch Catholics formed religious and social bonds of 
friendship and fellowship with an equal number of fresh Flemish 
immigrants from Belgium. At first these Dutch and Belgian Catholics had 
no religious home and they had the feeling of being outcasts in the 
predominately French and German churches. 

Then, in 1857, Father Bernard Soffers, a native of Ginneken,  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Noord Brabant, was appointed pastor of St. Anne’s Catholic Church, 
Detroit’s most prestigious parish. Soffers had specific instructions from 
the bishop of Detroit “to take special care of the Flemish and Dutch 

                                                 
4Ibid, 150-97. 
5Gazette Van Detroit, 17 November 1983, 17. 

St.Anne's Roman Catholic 
Church of Detroit, 
First Dutch Mass held 
here in 1857(Silas 
Farmer, History of 
Detroit and Michigan, 
1889) 
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Catholics and also the black Catholics.” Soffers immediately set aside two 
chapels in the basement of St. Anne’s, one for the Dutch and Flemish and 
one for African Americans. The Dutch priest personally conducted mass 
in these chapels, delivering the non-Latin portions of the liturgy in Dutch, 
Flemish and English, respectively.6 The church stood at the center of the 
community. 

From the 1850s to approximately 1900, Dutch Catholic immigrants 
outnumbered Dutch Protestants in Detroit by two to one. By the early 
1880s there were approximately 60 Dutch and 60 Belgian families 
worshipping at St. Anne’s. By contrast, First Reformed Church, 
established in 1872, had only 25 families in 1880 (Figure 2 below).7  

Because of the growing Dutch and Flemish populations, the 
Detroit diocese gave them permission to establish their own church in 
1884, which they named Our Lady of Sorrows. The new church was 
located in the center of the rapidly developing east side neighborhood of 
Dutch and Belgian immigrants.8 To prevent conflict and undue 
competition between them, the membership records placed in the church 
cornerstone alternated Dutch and Belgian members names throughout the 
entire list.9  

It is most interesting to note that in this mixed neighborhood, 
Dutch and Flemish Protestants and Catholics lived side-by-side from the 
1870s until the 1940s when World War II radically changed the 
demographics of Detroit. Social life in the Catholic Dutch-Belgian 
community was much lighter and freer than in the Dutch Calvinist 
neighborhoods. Dutch and Flemish festivals were celebrated with music, 
dancing, games and alcoholic beverages as Pieter Bruegel illustrated in his 
famous painting “The Wedding Dance” which can be seen in the Detroit 

 

                                                 
6Ibid. 
7Detroit News, 1960 (month and day not given, from Detroit Public Library, 

Burton Historical Collection clipping file “Detroit - Churches”—hereafter BHC). 
8Silas Farmer, The History of Detroit and Michigan, (Detroit:  Silas Farmer and 

Company, 1889), V. 1 532-535; Gazette Van Detroit, 10 November 1983, 2 (BHC); 
George Pare, The Catholic Church in Detroit:  1701-1888 (Detroit:  Gabriel Richard 
Press, 1951), 551.  

9Gazette Van Detroit, 10 November 1983, 2. 
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Figure 2:  Map and directory of early Detroit Dutch churches 
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Institute of Arts. Pigeon racing, darts, feather bowling and soccer were 
standard recreations.  Parades on special days led by the admired Belgian 
band and featuring the colorful flags of Holland, Belgium and America 
proceeded through the community, stopping for breaks at the Tivoli 
Brewery where speeches were made and the respective national anthems 
rang out.10 

The homes of both Catholic and Protestant Dutch in the eastside 
community were indistinguishable in the 1800s and early 1900s. The 
yards had vegetable gardens with cucumbers as the specialty and the 
neighborhood soon became known as “Cucumber Lane.” Often people 
raised animals—a cow, a pig, goats, chickens and pigeons. Both groups, 
for the most part, avoided factory work and treasured their independence 
as craftsmen and artisans. Many Dutch Catholics were brick makers, much 
like the Veneklaasen brick makers of Zeeland and the Dutch “Brickyard” 
workers of Grand Rapids. 
 
Dutch Jews 

The Dutch Jewish community in Detroit also predated the Civil 
War and was closely related to the growth of the German Jewish 
Community. Both groups grew in numbers in the period from 1850 to 
1880. German Jewish immigrants left their homeland primarily because of 
anti-Semitic laws, especially in Bavaria. Dutch Jews came to America for 
economic betterment in a land of new opportunities.11  

Robert Swierenga notes that between 1860 and 1870 more than a 
dozen Dutch Jewish families and single adults settled in Detroit. The men 
worked primarily in trade and commerce. They were especially strong in 
retail clothing, groceries and meats and the booming cigar making 
industry.12 Education was of great importance to the Dutch Jews and the 
second and third generations produced a large number of highly educated 
doctors, lawyers, teachers and entrepreneurs of various business 
enterprises.13 
                                                 

10Michigan Department of Education, The People of Michigan (Lansing, 1974), 
57-59; Gazette Van Detroit, 20 September 1984 (BHC). 

11Irving I. Katz, “Jews in Michigan” Family Trails:  Michigan Jewish Family 
History (Lansing:  Michigan Department of Education, 1974), 5-13. 

12Robert P. Swierenga, The Forerunners: Dutch Jewry in the North American 
Diaspora (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1994), 263-67. 

13Katz, “Jews in Michigan” Family Trails, 5-13. 
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The Dutch Jews were quickly assimilated into the larger German 
Jewish community, and no distinctive Dutch Jewish institutions developed 
in Detroit.14 Since Jews in the Netherlands typically had adopted Dutch 
surnames, these were carried over to Detroit. Some examples of Dutch 
names taken from the Jewish burial section of Woodmere Cemetery in 
Southwest Detroit are Van Vliet, Van Burkleo, Van Loon, and Van 
Strien.15 
 
Reformed Church Dutch, 1872-1940 

When the Reverend Albertus Van Raalte and his small band 
wintered in Detroit in 1846-47, it was a town of 9,000 population. In the 
following decades things radically changed with the coming of 
industrialization.16 By 1870 Detroit had grown to a city of 79,000 with 
ever increasing opportunities for good jobs and the establishment of 
prosperous business and economic enterprises.17 A number of Protestant 
Dutch now saw Detroit as the promised land and promptly settled there.18  

But religion was not forgotten, since most Dutch Protestant 
immigrants were members of the Netherlands State Reformed Church or 
the secessionist Christian Reformed Church. These newcomers wished to 
continue worshiping in the Reformed tradition. To assist them, Detroit’s 
First Presbyterian Church provided contacts and facilities for holding 
religious services under the auspices of a newly formed group known as 
the Holland Presbyterian Church. The church worshiped in a storefront in 
downtown Detroit, led by a Dutch speaking pastor, the Reverend Joseph 
 

                                                 
14Holly Teasdale, Director the Rabbi Leo M. Franklin Archives of Temple Beth 

El, oral interview, 27 February 2003, notes. 
15Detroit Woodmere Cemetery Records, North “F” Jewish Section, owned by 

Temple Beth El, 27 February 2003, typed list. 
16Jeanne M. Jacobson, Elton J. Bruins, Larry J. Wagenaar, Albertus C. Van 

Raalte:  Dutch Leader and American Patriot (Holland, Michigan:  Hope College, 1996), 
29-33; Robert P. Swierenga, “Decisions, Decisions:  Turning Points in the Founding of 
Holland” Michigan Historical Review, 24 (Spring 1998): 59-64. 

17Detroit Board of Education, Detroit: A Manual for Citizens (Detroit Schools, 
1968), 40-41. 

18Kay Hoogstra, (long-time member First Reformed Church, now member 
Church of the Master RCA) and James Hoogstra (son of Kay and former member First 
Reformed Church, oral interview, 11 October 2002, audio tape. 
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Van Raalte’s first view of Detroit, 1846.  Far right: Rev. George Duffield’s First 
Presbyterian Church (Silas Farmer, History of Detroit and Michigan, 1889) 

 
De Leeuw, who had Dutch Jewish roots.19 As the Dutch Reformed 
community in Detroit grew in size, they desired to affiliate with the Dutch 
Reformed Church in America. On November 30, 1872, the Holland 
Presbyterian Church of Detroit voted to switch its allegiance from the 
English to the Dutch body, and the First Reformed Church of Detroit was 
born.20 

Three years later, in 1875, First Reformed erected its first building, 
as the Catholics did a few years later, and in the same east side Dutch-
Belgian neighborhood (Figure 2).21 Early members of the church hailed 
from many provinces across the Fatherland. In a random sampling of the 
last Netherlands’ residences of thirty church members, ten of the eleven 
Dutch provinces were represented; only Limburg was missing. During the 
1800s, the members of First Reformed Church lived almost exclusively on 
Detroit’s east side within a few blocks of the church. The main exception 
was a contingent of truck farmers who lived on the outskirts. From the 
start, First Reformed Church was a multi-generational church with many 
early families staying in the church for one hundred years or more, until  

                                                 
19First Reformed Church of Detroit, “Historical Gleanings” Souvenir Booklet in 

Connection with 71st Anniversary and Burning of the Mortgage, 1943, 5. 
20First Reformed Church of Detroit, “The First 50 Years” (1951), unpublished 

paper, 1. 
21First Reformed Church, “History of the Church” 1952, 12. 
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the time the church disbanded in 1987.22 In an oral interview with the 
long-time member Mrs. Kay Hoogstra, she stated, “At First Reformed 
until the 1940s everyone was Dutch. Families stayed in the church and 
married in the church.”23 

In large part, the members of First Reformed Church worked 
together in companies and other economic enterprises owned and run by 
fellow church members. This was also true of the Christian Reformed 
workers a few decades later. Nearly half the men worked for fellow Dutch 
Reformed employers, such as Vroom Cartage, Friesema Brothers Printing, 
Westra Construction, and Hickey & Eppinga Construction. This latter firm  

 
Dutch artisans and craftsmen employed by Dickey & Eppings Construction Company 
pose in front of a “modern bungalow,” mid-1920s.  Co-owners Hickey on left and Dirk 
Eppinga on right (in suits).  Courtesy of Rev. Jacob Eppinga 

 
 

                                                 
22Reverend Rick L. Vollema and Debra Schmidt, Church of the Master RCA, 

oral interview, 27 August 2002, notes. 
23Kay and James Hoogstra, oral interview, 11 October 2002, audio tape. 



Detroit’s Motor City Dutch 

22 

built thousands of affordable homes for the rapidly growing automobile 
labor force. Some Dutch Reformed worked in the developing heavy 
railroad car industry as well as the heating and cooking stove industry. It 
was not until the second and third decades of the twentieth century that 
higher education and entry into the professions as doctors, lawyers and 
engineers began.24  

As the community established itself and Detroit grew and 
prospered, chain migration from the Netherlands energized First Reformed 
Church. Members wrote to their families and friends in the Netherlands 
telling of the good life in Detroit and urging them to emigrate. Many acted 
on this invitation and came to live in the city of opportunity. First 
Reformed grew as more Dutch came to Detroit. Church membership 
figures began in 1872 with 20 families and 43 souls and by 1920 the 
congregation had grown to 110 families with nearly 500 souls (Table 3). 

The church was strongly Calvinistic in preaching, structure and 
social activities. It seemed to be influenced more by the pietism of the 
1834 Secession than the later social activism of Kuyperian Neo-
Calvinism. The church was solidly against most Protestant defined evils of 
the day—no social dancing, card playing and attending theaters or movies.  
However, alcohol was permitted in moderation and even the pastors would 
have an occasional glass of beer. Smoking tobacco, especially cigars, by 
church males was also very acceptable. The church was basically 
Sabbatarian, but did not go to extremes. The membership did not 
participate significantly in local social movements or politics, but they 
supported denominational ministries and gave support to foreign missions, 
especially in the Persian Gulf states. The church did not establish a 
Christian school but generally felt the Detroit Public School system was 
very adequate.25 

Americanization came in steps. Beginning in 1875, the morning 
worship services were held in Dutch while the afternoon services were in 
English. Sunday school in the American style was established in 1878 
with classes conducted in English. English services were first introduced 
for evening worship in 1916. And, in 1922, new Reformed Church 

                                                 
24Vollema and Schmidt, oral interview, 27 August 2002, notes. 
25Kay and James Hoogstra, oral interview, 11 October 2002; Vollema and 

Schmidt, oral interview, 27 August 2002, audio tape. 
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hymnals in English were purchased and used—for the most part replacing 
singing of the Psalms.26 
 
Christian Reformed Church, 1914-1940 

Detroit’s population increased from 79,000 in 1870 to 465,000 in 
1910 and to 990,000 in 1920 (Table 1). The Dutch population increased 
apace—from 310 in 1870 to 1,400 in 1910 and to 4,000 in 1920 (Table 2). 
This rising immigrant population, many with specific instructions from 
ministers in the Netherlands, brought a demand for a thoroughly Dutch 
congregation in Detroit, as an alternative to the perceived more 
Americanizing First Reformed Church. The upshot was the organization 
of the First Christian Reformed Church of Detroit on January 11, 1914, 
when denominational home missionary Reverend J. R. Brink conducted a 
Sunday worship service for thirteen people. The service was held in a 
small chapel attached to the much larger Clinton Street Baptist Church in 
the heart of Detroit’s Dutch-Belgian community.27 

The new congregation emerged because of many factors and 
factions at work both in America and the Netherlands. Economics was a 
most significant factor; the automobile industry was bringing tremendous 
growth and prosperity to Detroit. A number of Christian Reformed 
families from Western Michigan came to Detroit during this period to 
make a better economic living for themselves and their families. Furniture 
factory workers in Grand Rapids were earning $12 for a six-day work 
week.28 But Henry Ford in 1914 began paying his workers in the 
automobile factories $5 per day or $30 for a six day work week.29 The 
economic differential was easy to see on both sides of the state. 

In the official “Request to Organize” letter sent from the new 
Detroit Mission to Classis Grand Rapids East, fifteen Dutch Christian 
Reformed men signed. Eight of the fifteen, or a majority, listed Grand 
Rapids Christian Reformed churches as their home churches and none of 
these Grand Rapids signers listed a wife or children along with them in 
                                                 

26First Reformed Church, “Historical Gleanings” 1943, 10-13. 
27First Christian Reformed Church of Detroit, “Historical Sketch” Fiftieth 

Anniversary Booklet, 1964, 2. 
28James D. Bratt and Christopher H. Meehan, Gathered at the River (Grand 

Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1993), 97-98. 
29David Lee Poremba, Detroit in its World Setting:  A Three Hundred Year 

Chronology, 1701-2001 (Detroit:  Wayne State University Press, 2001), 231, 271. 
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Detroit. The assumption can reasonably be made here that either young 
unmarried men or men who left their families in Grand Rapids until they 
were financially and religiously settled comprised a significant force in the 
establishment of the First Christian Reformed Church of Detroit. 

Religious quarrels and church splits were another important factor 
in the formation of the congregation. The Christian Reformed members 
moving to Detroit brought with them the baggage of the 1857 split in 
Western Michigan from the Reformed Church in America as well as the 
1882 secession over the question of secret societies, notably the Masons.30 

Finally, church divisions in the Netherlands going back to the 
Secession of 1834 and the later Doleantie of 1886 led by Abraham Kuyper 
created a distancing by many recent Dutch immigrants from First Detroit 
Reformed and its parent denomination. In their minds the Reformed 
Church was far too liberal and was very similar to the official Netherlands 
Reformed Church from which they had separated.31 

The Reverend Jacob Eppinga, who was born in Detroit in 1917 and 
grew up at First Christian Reformed Church, relates the following 
concerning his Dutch immigrant father who was a charter member:  

When my father came from the old country there was a division in 
the Netherlands Reformed Church. Father’s parents came from the 
northern provinces. There was a split and my father’s parents were 
on the conservative side, so when my father left for the new 
country he had to go see the minister, and the minister explained to 
him that in America there are two churches—there are Reformed 
and there are Christian Reformed. He said, `You must by no means 
join the Reformed, you must join the Christian Reformed.’ When 
my father came to Detroit there was no Christian Reformed 
Church, so my father started going to First Reformed Church and 
there were quite a few Christian Reformed people who attended 
First Reformed like my father, but they held on to their papers 
because this was a Reformed Church. They said, `We can’t joint 

                                                 
30Robert P. Swierenga, Elton J. Bruins, Family Quarrels in the Dutch Reformed 

Churches in the nineteenth Century (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1999), 61-135. 
31James D. Bratt, “Abraham Kuyper; 150th Birthday Anniversary” Origins, V 

(No. 2, 1987):  23-27. 
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that, we have to join a Christian Reformed Church.’ They attended 
but they never gave up their church membership papers.32  

First Christian Reformed Church of Detroit prospered 
between 1914 and 1920. In the 1915 the church had 12 families 
and over 80 souls; by 1920 the membership had grown to 60 
families and 225 souls (Table 3). To accommodate the thriving 
congregation, in 1924 they erected an imposing brick edifice, the 

 
First Christian Reformed Church of Detroit, third edifice erected 1924 in 
Grosse Pointe Park  (James Evenhuis) 
 
 
third building, in Grosse Point Park. This congregation was the first to 
leave the historic Dutch-Belgian neighborhood.    

It is instructive to observe that even in this new Christian 
Reformed congregation, which so highly prized the strict Dutch ways, 
Americanization slowly made its entrance and growth. In 1916, the 
evening worship service was held in the English language and a group of 

                                                 
32Reverend Jacob Eppinga, oral interview, 19 September 2002, manuscript of 

audio tape 2, 11-12. 
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young people assisted the congregation in “learning to sing the Psalms in 
the English language.”33 

Other changes to the American way caused considerable stress in 
the congregation, such as the introduction of a Sunday school in 1919. 
Unlike the welcomed American style Sunday school introduced at First 
Reformed in 1878, the Sunday school at First Christian Reformed Church 
had its roots in the Netherlands’ Sondagschool, which was a mission 
activity for waifs, the poor and people who were on the edges of society. 
Some at First Christian Reformed Church felt that the Sunday school was 
not for the covenant children; they were to be instructed in the catechism 
classes.34 However, gradually these and other differences in religious 
views and church practice were resolved and First Christian Reformed 
Church became a very close family congregation. 

Reverend Eppinga relates what life in the church was like when he 
was a teenager in the 1920s:  

The church was the very center of our lives—everything revolved 
around it. On Monday evenings we had band rehearsal. On 
Tuesdays we did missionary work among the Jews. On Wednesday 
we attended catechism class. On Thursday nights we went to 
Hastings Street and did street corner mission work in the black 
community. On Fridays we could stay home, but on Saturdays we 
had our weekly church picnic. Then, on Sundays we went as young 
people, every Sunday afternoon after the Dutch service, to the 
Marine Hospital at the foot of Alter Road and we conducted 
mission meetings there. In fact, that’s where I preached my first 
sermon, if you could call it that. But I preached there. You see that 
was our whole week...we belonged to each other.35  
The influence of Abraham Kuyper and the Neo-Calvinist struggle 

to preserve and strengthen Christianity in the face of modern secularism 
were clearly evident in the Detroit church during the 1920s and 1930s 
especially in two areas. First, the two members who owned construction 
companies had their workers unionize under the rubric of the Calvinistic 
Christian Labor Association. This was a valiant effort to establish a 

                                                 
33First Christian Reformed Church, 75th Anniversary Booklet 1914-1989, 3. 
34Reverend Jacob Eppinga, oral interview, 3 December 2002, manuscript of 

audio tape 2, 6-7. 
35Ibid., 19 September 2002, manuscript of audio tape 4, 1. 
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distinctly Christian labor institution, but the giant secular unions soon took 
over. 

Second, with the coming of Reverend Martin Monsma to the First 
Christian Reformed Church of Detroit in 1928, the body determined to 
establish a parent owned and operated Christian school following 
Abraham Kuyper’s dictum that it was the family’s responsibility to 
educate their children. So just as the Great Depression began in 1929, 
parents in the congregation built and opened a two-classroom school for 
grades 1-8 in back of the church building itself.36 
 
Reformed and Christian Reformed Dutch, Since 1940 

The end of the Great Depression and Detroit’s preparation for 
World War II as the “Arsenal of Democracy” in 1940 prefaced the next 
sixty years of sweeping changes for Detroit and the Dutch community. In 
1940 Detroit’s total population was 1,600,000 and of that, 4,051 were 
Dutch immigrants or first generation children of Dutch immigrants (Table 
2). 

In the 1930s a small nucleus of Detroit Reformed and Christian 
Reformed Dutch moved into the city of Dearborn and other Western 
suburban areas to be close to their jobs at Ford Motor Company and to 
participate in the reviving economic activity going on there. To support 
these Dutch, both mother churches began an extensive mission program 
aimed at assisting them, and for the Reformed Church actually adding 
more churches outside the city of Detroit.37  

During World War II, the Detroit area war industries, especially 
the Ford B-24 bomber plant in Ypsilanti, grew rapidly into giant 
undertakings needing a greatly expanded labor force. To meet this need a 
sizable number of West Michigan Dutch moved to the Dearborn area to 
work in the defense industries for the duration of the War. These 
temporary residents from Western Michigan attended both the new 
Reformed and Christian Reformed Churches.38 After the War ended in 
1945 many of the Western Michigan Dutch returned home. However, they 

                                                 
36Reverend Jacob Eppinga, oral interview, 19 September 2002, manuscript of 

audio tape 2, 14-15. 
37First Reformed Church, “Historical Gleanings” 1943, 19. 
38Kay and James Hoogstra, oral interview, 11 October 2002, audio tape. 
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had given the new churches the boost needed to get them up and 
running.39 

With World War II at an end and Detroit suburbs expanding in all 
directions, a most important change came in the developmental philosophy 
of the Detroit area Reformed churches. The three historic churches in 
Detroit itself remained traditional Dutch churches. However, with strong 
Reformed Church support a number of new suburban Reformed churches 
were established in developing suburban areas. These churches were to be 
“community” churches, usually having a small Dutch base, and using 
welcoming recruiting techniques to bring in lots of new members. These 
new Reformed churches with only a small base of Dutch membership, 
some with 10 percent Dutch or less, would welcome new suburban 
residents of all denominations who wanted solid religion, a friendly 
atmosphere and active social and education programs. These churches 
would especially establish children and youth programs to appeal to the 
new suburban families. From the 1940s to the mid-1960s this approach 
worked well. New flourishing Reformed churches appeared all around 
Detroit. 

In 1951 the Reformed Church sent the dynamic pastor Arthur O. 
Van Eck to start Calvary Community Church in the downriver suburb of 
Southgate, a community of new homes, young families, and well paid 
Ford Motor Company workers and managers. The church had a few Dutch 
members, but Reverend Van Eck quickly set up a religious, social and 
youth activity program of great appeal. He preached a solid, positive 
gospel message that the community was eager to hear. By 1965 Calvary 
had 211 families and 594 souls.40 The list of area Reformed churches grew 
in number to a total of 16. 

Then two things happened. First, after the rush of church building 
from the 1940s to the 1960s, the Reformed Church did not keep up with 
the rapid demographic movement of Detroit area population outward. 
Most of the churches are in the slowly declining inner ring of suburbs 
                                                 

39Vollema and Schmidt, oral interview, 23 August 2002, notes. 
40Calvary Community Church, “What is Calvary Community Church?” 1960, 1; 

“Historical Highlights, Calvary Reformed Church” 1989, 1-3; “A Brief History of 
Southgate Community Church—The Service of Dedication” Church Bulletin, 15 May 
1958; “Southgate Community Church Dedicates Sanctuary” Church Herald, 13 February 
1959; Rosemarie (Kish) Evenhuis (Calvary Community Church member, 1953-1960), 
oral interview, 2 February 2003, notes; Table 3. 
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around Detroit and the population that would be attracted is often five to 
ten miles away in newer and more affluent suburbs. Second, the churches 
did not have a strong ethnic solidarity to keep them going in rough times.41 

The Reformed Church today has seen seven of its sixteen Detroit 
area churches disband and only nine churches remain. In the peak year of 
1965, the Reformed congregations in the Detroit Metro Area counted 
1,300 families and 4,000 souls. Today, the total is only 400 families and 
1,100 souls. No truly strong Reformed Churches remain. 

Like the Reformed Church, the Christian Reformed Church 
experienced great changes during Detroit’s industrial expansion in World 
War II. The denomination expanded to seven churches, but with somewhat 
varied results. Three of the churches grew and were very successful—First 
Christian Reformed Church was now located in Grosse Pointe; Dearborn 
located in prosperous West Dearborn, and North Hills located in the 
affluent Birmingham, Bloomfield Hills and Troy areas. All three keep a 
strong Dutch ethnic majority. In 1974 the Dearborn congregation showed 
that out of 445 members, 340 were Dutch and only 105 were non-Dutch.42 
Both First and Dearborn had strong Christian schools to educate their 
youth in the Reformed faith. Also, large numbers of Western Michigan 
Dutch professional people, such as doctors, lawyers, bankers, automotive 
engineers and automotive management personnel found these churches 
most congenial religious homes. Additionally, many Dutch students from 
Western Michigan who were doing graduate work at Wayne State 
University in medicine, law and other fields found their church homes in 
these congregations.43 

As a contrast to First, Dearborn and North Hills, three other 
Christian Reformed Churches formed along the lines of the previously 
described suburban Reformed Churches. Today, two of these have 
disbanded and one has only eight families. A Korean Christian Reformed 
Church, formed in 1991, so far is doing well. 

The Christian Reformed Church today has three relatively strong 
congregations with Dutch majorities, one very weak community church 
                                                 

41Vollema and Schmidt, oral interview, 23 August 2002; Rosemarie (Kish) 
Evenhuis, oral interview, 7 January 2003. 

42Dearborn Christian Reformed Church, “Members and Friends Currently 
Worshipping with Us” Dedication of New Building, 1974. 

43Reverend Ronald Peterson (pastor of Dearborn CRC from 1969-1976), oral 
interview, 10 September 2002, audio tape. 
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and one New Korean Christian Reformed Church. The denomination 
reached its highest point in 1975 with over 300 families and 1,400 souls. 
Today, there are 250 families and nearly 1,050 souls. 
 
Conclusion 

The Dutch community in Detroit had a varied and rigorous life 
since the first Hollanders arrived from New York and New Jersey after 
1810. Today, only about 2,000 Detroit Dutch can be directly traced 
through the Reformed and Christian Reformed Churches. Many uncounted 
Dutch in the city have been assimilated into the larger fabric of the city 
and its suburbs. Both the Dutch who are aware of their ancestry and those 
who have lost all ethnic traces have contributed to the history of the Motor 
City. 
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Table 1:  Official Detroit Census Population Figures, 1810-2000 
 
 
 
    Year    Population 
 
    1810        1,650 
    1820        1,422 
    1830        2,222 
    1840        9,102 
    1850      21,019 
    1860      45,619 
    1870      79,577 
    1880    116,340 
    1890    205,876 
    1900    285,704 
    1910    465,766 
    1920    993,678 
    1930 1,568,662 
    1940 1,623,452 
    1950 1,849,568 
    1960 1,670,144 
    1970 1,514,063 
    1980 1,203,339 
    1990 1,027,974 
    2000    951,270 
 
 
Source:  United States Federal Census 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Detroit’s Motor City Dutch 

32 

 
Table 2:  Dutch Population in Detroit, 1870-1980 
 
 

Dutch 
foreign 
born 

Dutch 
native 
born, first 
generation 

Year 

N % 
 

N % 

Dutch 
total 

% of total 
Detroit 
population 

Total Detroit 
population 

1870    310           310 .004       79,577 
1880    275           275 .002     116,340 
1890    367           367 .002     205,876 
1900    491 46    567 54     1,058 .004     285,704 
1910    584 42    816 58     1,400 .003     465,766 
1920 1,861 43 2,464 57     4,325 .004     993,678 
1930 2,092 42 2,836 58     4,928 .003  1,568,662 
1940 1,711 42 2,340 58     4,051 .003  1,623,452 
1980     *12,543 .003  4,044,284 

(Tri County 
population) 

 
*Sources:  Dr. Albert Mayer, Wayne State University, unpublished 
manuscript, 1951; Census of the United States, 1980: Census of 
Population, v.1, Characteristics of the Population, Chapter C, Michigan, 
980, Persons in Metro Detroit’s Tri County Area (Wayne, Oakland and 
Macomb Counties) identified themselves as Dutch. 
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Table 3: Number of souls in selected Reformed (RCA) and Christian 
Reformed (CRC) churches in the Detroit metro area, 1872-2000 
 
 
Year 1st Detroit 

RCA 
Calvary 
Southgate 
RCA 

Good 
Shepherd 
Westland 
RCA 

1st 
Detroit 
CRC 

Dearborn 
CRC 

North 
Hills 
Troy 
CRC 

Immanuel 
Roseville 
CRC 

1872        43       
1875        93       
1880        42       
1885      150       
1890      175       
1895      253       
1900      196       
1905      236       
1910      226       
1915      398        86    
1920      483      225    
1925      464      324    
1930      468      473    
1935      449      437    
1940      423      472        60   
1945      473      600      121   
1950      377      511      155   
1955      418      324     599      250   
1960      477      656        95    552      202         67 
1965      404      594      382    493      458       172 
1970      378      603      377    448      429   189      137 
1975      324      432      194    416      426   233      124 
1980      342      327      346    317      460   245        81 
1985      225      322      235    310      532   260      127 
1990 Disbanded 

1987 
     226      102    274      505   361        85 

1995       227        62    218      433   292        55 
2000       192        49    194      390   300        55 
 
Sources: Acts and Proceedings of the General Synod of the RCA, 1872-2000; Yearbook 
of the CRC in North American, 1914-2000. 
 
 
 
 




