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William Davidson (right) and Alton Brown (center), 
the vice president and sales manager of the western region 
at Guardian Industries, tour the New York Stock Exchange 
with a broker. “Keep focused on the bigger issue,” 
Mr. Davidson counseled, “but always build good will 
along the way.”
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William “Bill” Davidson earned 
international esteem for his business 
brilliance and deft corporate leadership. 
An indomitable optimist who had 
“winning” in his DNA, he was supremely 
successful. He also made it possible 
for thousands of men and women in 
the United States and across the globe 
to make a good living and achieve 
professional success, too. 
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Three generations of the extended 
Wetsman-Davidson-Gerson-Saulson-Uhr 
Family gather (circa 1935) at the Port Huron 
cottage where they spent their summers.



My mother and father were two
of the most loving, kind, wonderful 
human beings. My mother was 
the oldest daughter so she felt she 
had to take care of her brothers, 
sisters — everyone. My father was 
the oldest child in his family and 
he also was a caretaker.”
Dorothy Davidson Gerson

“
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Always an optimist, William “Bill” Davidson 
at Guardian Glass.
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Mr. Davidson amassed his great 
wealth primarily through manufacturing. 
In 1955 at the age of 33, he assumed 
leadership of Guardian Glass, then a 
struggling, family-owned fabricator of 
automotive glass. Over time, he grew it 
into one of the world’s largest and most 
profitable architectural and automotive 
glass manufacturers. 



12



13

Guardian’s stock opened on the New York Stock 
Exchange on January 23, 1973. Francis J. Palamara, 
executive vice president of NYSE (left), poses with 
William Davidson and his counsel, Oscar Feldman, 
and stock specialist Milton C. Cohen.
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Mr. Davidson surrounded by his Guardian 
Industries family as they form a giant “G” on 
the lawn of the corporate headquarters.
Photo: Jerry Kolesar



When an employee working in 
Hungary severely injured himself on 
the job, Bill sent the company plane 
to take him to Luxembourg 
for treatment. He would do those 
things to help. They were part of 
the family and he was going to take 
care of them.”
Richard Alonzo, a 39-year veteran of Guardian Industries 
who retired as vice president of engineering

“
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Victory! A jubilant “Mr. D,” as William Davidson was fondly 
called, and All-Star point guard Isiah Thomas and others 
celebrate the Pistons’ four-game sweep of the 1989 NBA 
Finals, beating the Los Angeles Lakers in a rematch  
of the 1988 championship.
Photo: Allen Einstein
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In 2004, Mr. Davidson etched his 
name in professional sports history 
in unprecedented fashion.
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The retired jerseys of Piston greats along with the 
signature of the team’s beloved owner, William Davidson, 
adorned the rafters at The Palace of Auburn Hills, 
the sports and entertainment arena Mr. Davidson built 
for his NBA and WNBA players.
Photo: Allen Einstein
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It was really a family. He created a 
family and that starts from the top. 
That doesn’t happen by accident.”
Arnie Kander, the Detroit Pistons’ strength and 
conditioning coach for 23 years

“
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For two years in a row — 1989 and 1990 — President 
George H.W. Bush welcomed William Davidson and 
the Detroit Pistons to the White House to honor them 
as NBA champions. His son, President George W. Bush, 
celebrated the Pistons in 2004 as NBA champs and the 
Detroit Shock as WNBA champions in 2003 and 2006. 
President Barack Obama hailed the Detroit Shock 
as WNBA champs in 2008.



I played everything — baseball, 
football, anything you could do. 
…We had to organize our own 
sports, which, as I reflect now, gave 
me organizational skills I otherwise 
wouldn’t have had.”
William Davidson

“
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Mr. Davidson with his mother, Sarah Wetsman Davidson. 
She was a strong and loving constant in his life.
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Mr. Davidson’s family story is one 
of fearless pursuit of a better life, 
of sacrificing for the benefit of future 
generations, and of the power of family 
ties. His grandfather fled Tsarist Russia 
and 25 years of mandatory military 
conscription in 1886 to travel with his 
bride the harrowing 3,500-mile passage 
in steerage from Hamburg, Germany 
to New York City.
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The only other male left in our 
family was my uncle, Frank 
Wetsman, so I came back to 
work in the family businesses. 
Our business was the theater 
business, so I worked nights and 
went to law school in the daytime 
at Wayne State and eventually 
got my degree.”
William Davidson

“
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William Davidson served two years in the U.S. Navy 
during World War II; during that time he also played 
Armed Forces football.
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William Davidson believed deeply in the history of the 
Jewish people. “My personal, ethical experience grows 
out of my Jewish faith,” he explained in 1998.
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Over the years, Mr. Davidson’s own 
charitable giving took three forms: 
support for the Jewish people; support 
for educational initiatives to spur 
business development and job creation; 
and support for cultural and recreational 
outlets that enrich lives and overall 
quality of life. 



If you look at the major gifts Bill 
made during his life, there were 
really two things that characterized 
his giving. One was a big idea 
based on something that he 
believed in. The second was trust. 
Bill was all about people. He was 
really investing in people to get 
the job done.”
Bob Aronson, a longtime adviser

“
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William Davidson believed the Detroit Symphony Orchestra 
enriched the quality of life in Southeast Michigan. His friendship 
with Neeme Järvi, its musical director and conductor, led to the 
establishment of a fund that made it possible for the orchestra 
to enhance its reputation and that of the City of Detroit  
by touring nationally and internationally.
Photo: Allen Einstein



40

On behalf of the Regents of the University of Michigan, 
President Lee C. Bollinger shakes William Davidson’s hand after 
conferring upon him an honorary Doctor of Laws degree and 
admitting him to “all its rights, honors and privileges,” 
April 28, 2001.
Photo: Michael J. Schimpf
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The 2003 WNBA Detroit Shock, a team guided by owner 

memorable championship season, capped by a 2–1 series win 
over the Los Angeles Sparks. The Shock — coached by Detroit 
Piston great Bill Laimbeer, a four-time NBA All-Star performer 

addition, the series-clinching win at The Palace of Auburn Hills 
drew the largest crowd in the history of the WNBA at the time. 
The Shock, which made the playoffs seven straight seasons, 
also won titles in 2006 and 2008.
Photo: Allen Einstein
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Mr. Davidson lived his entire life in the 
Detroit metropolitan area. His corporate 
empire was located there as were two 
of his three professional sports teams. 
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William Davidson salutes Pistons fans gathered at Detroit’s 
Hart Plaza for the victory parade and rally on June 17, 2004, 
held to celebrate the team’s third NBA championship.
Photo: Daniel Mears, Detroit News





We each have a responsibility 
to do all we can to provide a better 
world for future generations.”
William Davidson
1922–2009

“
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