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Burt Farbman's farm in Northerri Michigan started out as 160.acres, I now encompasses two-square mils hd includes several lakes.

By Al Stark
news Staff Writer

urt Farbman, the real es-
tate man, is lunching at
the London Chop House
with three bankers. They
finigh their money talk,
close their folders and
then someone asks Farbman what for him
is & magic question:

“How'syour farm?” ;

Make no mistake, money is the reason
Farbman lunches with bankers, not farm-

ing. )
Ever since he was 8 boy, Farbman says
without apology, his goal was to be rich.
Today, at 46, he is head of Farbm; i
and Co,, a full-service real estate and devel-
opment firm headquartered in Troy. By
Burl Farbman's aceount, it owns or man-
ages or is partner in 11 million square feet
of office buildings, shopping centers, in-
dustrial buildingsand apartment com-
plexes, most of it in the Detroil suburbs..
That doesn't count the open land it owns
outright or in partoerships, awaiting the
right time for development.

NOW FARBMAN and his firm might
be poised to make a big mark on Detroit
proper, his place of birth.

the first wave of business moguls
who stepped in to help the city after the
1967 Detroit riot die, age and wane —
Ford, Fisher, Hudson — Detroit fooks to
new white patrons. Well-heeled men in
their 40z and 50s with fies to the city, like
Farbman, are already hearing the call.

He's already been active in Detroit.
Farbman is a key partner in the private
syndicate that bought and restored the his-
toric Wayne County Courthouse. He has o
project in mind for anather downtown
bisilding that may not be historic but cer-
tainly holds a permanent place in the
mermory of many Detroiters: 1040 West,
Fort Street, for many years the home of
the draft board for Wayne County, He is
one of the syndicate whose meinbecs
heeht {or o use the word so often aoolied

Held
dreams

Developer Burt Farbman turns

real estate into green acres

the farm and it's'as if he 18 transported.

“HAVE ANY ofvouever plowed a
field?" Farbman asks the bankers at lunch.
There's a big, bovish smile on his face.
“There'snothing like it. Do you know you
have to go over the field four times? The
first time you turn the earth, Then you go
over it again and you spread lime. Then
you go over it again. The fourth time you

. plant. They had to tell me everything,

“I went out the first time and took &
couple of turns around the feld. Then Tbe-
gan to look beyond the field, at the vista,
and [ began to get a sense of how much
land there is, Then 1 told myself, act likea
farmer, 80 | made myself look down and
concentrate on what was directly in front
of mi&.-lunkiig for rocks or roote, the way a
farmer woul

*1loved it."

Farbman's wife Suzy, the Detroit
Monthly magazine writer, says that every-
body who visits the farm, which s just
gouth of Charlevoix in northern Michigan,
is urged to get on the tractor and plow a lit-
tle. Burt almost insiss, He wants everyone
Lo know what it's like.

“WE WERE putting inoats that first
time,” Farbman tells the bankers at the
Chop House. “For our horses. We have
nine horses. We had planted more oats
than we needed, and the fellow who takes
care of things for me in Charlevoix said,
“You know, you can sell those oats.”

“I'hadn’t thought of that. T figured, not
counting my time on the tractor, that
thoge oats had cost me $3,000, so I waited
to see what we could sell them for, The fel-
low checked around and called me and said
we could sell all the oats we didn't need for

“I told him, don't sell & one. Not a one! 1
went right back up there and bought a silo
and we kept all those oats, We're still feed-
ing them to our horses.”

1t difficult to tell that kind of story
about yourself without sounding like a

wart, You know, if [ want a silo, L buy &
silo, It has that look-at-me ring to it. Yat
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and those oats. He is 50 open about
‘his enjoyment that it takes off the
edge that might be there if someone:
else told the story.

'OR CONSIDER the size of the
farm: It staried oul as a 160-acre par-
cel, near Ellsworth, nine miles south
of Charlevoix.

“I asked a real estate agent to find
us 20 acres where we could ride,” says
Farbman. “He suggested this.” Now,
hecause Farbman has been buying
available, the “farm™ has grown im-
mensely, to two full square miles, in-
cluding a couple of lakes.

* Youmight wonder if that's not
maybe 1o much land for any one
person. Should anybody control that
much of Northern Michigan, already
pverrun in places by ﬂeﬁaﬁ;rm?

" Then Farbman says, “I was outon-

Icould shout as loud as T could and
0o one, not one single person, would
hear me. I never realized there could
be that much land. I shouted again
and again. Tt really gof to me

LISTEN TO tht and you might
think he's exactly the sort of fellow -
you'dwant owning as muchof
Northern Michigan as he can afford,
because e laves it the way it is and
hasn't been driven to redesign it.
‘Farbman's rise in renl estate has
been attended by verylittle persona

" style does he seem o

He was born to Edith and Simon
arbman, she 8 schoolteacher and |
“an obstetrician. The family fived off
West Seven Mile Road when Farh-

man was born, then moved to the
Sherwood Forest neighborhood
~when he was about 3. He has two sis-
ters, one older and one younger,
“My futher died when I'was 11,7
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Burt Farbmen was a key parfner I the private syndicate thal bought
Courthouse, He'd also like to restore 1040 Wesl Fort St. the former fio

says, “Some time ago, | wassitting
around with a group of guysanda
bﬂﬂaﬂwm&waﬁmmﬂm
about how deep the relationships are
el he wittiouepenna
was absolutely shocked by some of

nuch respect for I
mhm er had never been as success-
ful as he was, 1 couldn't understand
:hlin,Hm'I:hhﬂ-mthiswnm;fiﬁ.
relationship with the one parent 1
‘had really come to know. I couldn't
understand what it would belike not
to have a relationship like that.

* “Not lang ago, L arranged to take 4
whole summer off. | wanted to spend
it with our twosons, 5o I would ha:
the chance to really know them and
they would have the chance {0 know
me, Wespent the summeral
i X \

“DAVID, WHO is 17, came in
‘one day with this new haircut and
wmmxm it.’-I.t.w.e—

hanging way down in back.
ig!_ﬂ%‘_im Ididn't likeit, didn't like it
much at all. A few days later, he and 1
were in the carup there and he
lpoked at his watch and he said, ‘'l

s len snnn o rdmale i v pan fandd

“Then | gotin trouble,” he says.
. *Well, not real trouble.” Whatever it

was, he was sent to finish high school

at Valley Forge Military :
He returned Lo major in business at
Wayne State University, but he says:

“T really couldn’t wait to get out
‘and get to work and make money.
‘School was always tome,”
__ Heworked as s digger for Roso
Builders and then worked at Burton
Tilte and Abstract Co. and at:Ad-
vanee Mortgage.

NEXT STEP was & job in the
hﬁfk’f#ﬂﬁm '. gflﬁfﬁﬂﬂﬂ‘ﬁﬂﬂl
ty, where he stayed 10 years. He was
-promoted, then was named (o the
board and became a atockholder. He
~served on the important develop-
ment committee, charged with un-
earthing new opportunities, Anather
member 0f this committee was Lee
Stein, who became a friend. They lefi
Schostak and formed their own com-
pany, Farhman/Stein.

e
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and restored the histonc Wayne County
e of the draft board for Wayne County.

Ifyou want o invest in real es-
tate, Farhman/Stein's brokerage di-

vizion will find yousomething, fora

fee. If you already own real estate,

say an apartment hotse or a block of

starefrants, the management divi-
gion will operate them for you, fora
fee. I0il’s vacant land you ownand
you want a set afstores or aparg-
construction divi-

men_t:al];n'itc-t (nst divi
~ gion will build for you. If you have the

land and an idea but not the capital,
the maney. In any of these doenarios,
Farbman/Stein might become your
partner. M=

aeh division 18 designed to be n
pmhﬁr,mﬁaﬂhuﬁﬂhud
and supply money for our
ments;" savs Farbma

Development, in turn, deeams up
projects to be financed through the
financing division, built by the con-
struction end of the firm, managed
by the property management wing.

WHEN I'T works right (Farbman
says, “When w'd'ﬁ.'hﬁm;hmm
ﬂunafeegswmd-hm: and it

I and grows, 7 - 2

“In real estate,” he says, “most of-
ten you are using others' money, not
yours. What Lee and [ really had to.
offer when we started on our own was
our expertise in every area of real es-
tate, Youuse thal Lo attract money.
Sometimes it is individual investors,
orit's the banks or insurance compa-
nies.

“Of course, when you are operat-
ing with money from the banks or
the insurance companies, that inter-
egt clocl i ticking all the time, It
doesn't stop. Fora long time, when 1
lay my head down on my pillow T
could hear the interest elock going,
like a metronome,” :

~ What was Farhman/Stein's firt

thl.w'-' i muﬁhh

“Well, it wasn’t really big, but itsure
was hig to us at the time. It was the.
Pearle Vision Center on 14 Mile
Road across from Oakland Mall. Tt
was a triple-lease deal. T still own the:
building, with Lee Stein's estate,”

Stein was the outside man in the
partnership, says Farbman, the more
visibleand out-and-about of the two,
tl:;&ad%ln }Eﬁ?.whilq.lsjig; o
clingin Michigan's Thumb, Stein
ﬂg‘aﬂuﬁahnmj attackat theageof
i)

“} MISSED the back and farth
with him," savs Farbman, “You
know, should we geb in on this deal,
should we stay out. You know each
otherand you toss things back and
forth between you. That was gone.

“And, of courss, [ lost a good
friend.” '

Farbman, the inside man in the
Eurtnemhp, became both. Hesays
he now makes a point of taking four

or five speaking engagements a year,

to help him get over being tingom-
furtable speakin g before groups.

Today, he says he's also spending
more and more Lime in Detroil.

“The suburbis today probably have
more office buildings, spartments
and shopping centers than they
nieed,” he says. “In Detroit, on the
nthar;‘ vl there is demand and
n

'.Férbmun-wpld not; by any

means, be the first developer to turn

-ty Detrait after making a pilein the

suburbs.
Max Fisher helped populate Troy

with the huge Somerset Park Aparl-
ments complex before coming down-
town to try to repopulite Detroit
with the Riveriront Apartments. Al-
fred Taubman got enormously
wealthy with suburban malls before
Jending his name (o the aborted ef-
fort to build a mall downtown. In
each case, more than money-to-be-
made was at stake. Praise was heaped.
an Fisher for diing Detroit the favor
of Riverfront, a profit-malking ven-
ture which local, state and federal
government made easier and less
¢oatly through loan guarantees, tax
abatements and more; Fisher ig re-
garded as a benefactor for building
%ﬁ;fmgt Imﬂﬂi that Ak

athman regarded the never-bui
Cadillac Center mall as the project
that would raise him to benefactor
status, Richard Kughn, who made
his fortune in Taubman’s company
and continues to hunt opportunity of
his own in the suburby, isanother
whi hag beent honored for gestures
toward the gity, such as his Whitney
Restaurant,

FARBMAN HAS had o small
taste of this, with the Chop House
deal and with the ¢ld County Build-
ing. Much publicity has attended
both. In Detroit, those are the kind of
projects that malke celebrities of their
principals. Witness the attention
that was suddenly showeredon
Heinz Prechter, o longtime friend of
the Farbmans, forsaving the Chop
Huuse, '

Attention hasn't really showered
vet on Farbman. It could, but maybe
not. He doesn't seem at all dispp-

pointed tha he hasn't had a lotof

personal publicity so far. Successful
as he is, happy as he isto bé success
ful, he doesn't seem ta need the kind
ofattention otherswork'at.,

He's talking about the old County
Building, 4 grand old edifice let slide
in grace. He was the partner who
pversaw its resloration.

SaysFatbman:

“Every once in awhile when 1
drive past the cotrthouse | see some-
e out on the sidewalk taking pic-
turesof it. Whenever I see that, I re-
ally feel gond. [ think that's terrifie.”




“IVIY IALHEr aied Wnen' 1 was L,
says Farbman, “In those days they
made house calls and it seems he was
always gonewhen Fwag a little boy. 1
%‘m’tlmnw that | ever really knew

im.

“HE WAS diagnosed s having
tuberculosis, and when L was 11, the
family moved to Saranac Lake, N.Y.,
where there was & well-known clinic,
and he was a patient there. Every
evening, my mother would drop me
and my sisters at the movies in Sara-
nn¢ Lake and she would go to visit
my father, Then she'd come back and
pick us up when the moyie was fin-
ished, One day the movie was Gone

With the Wind. When'it was fin-
Aished, my mother wesn't there, sowe
. liad tosit throoghit again. Fora long

time, | really didn’t like that movie.

When we came out of the theater the
second time, my mother was there

withmy uncle. My father had died.

“My mother was a very special

person.. .
© “She had been a teacher and she
went back to work. She and Suzy
have alwavs been the most important
people in'my life. Whenever I'suc-
ceeded at sumething, made a good
deal or something else, ns long as my
mother wasalive she was the first
one I ealled to tell about it. _
“After] was a success, one of the
things that gave me the most ples-
gure was doing things for my mother,
Tused to pray every day that she
would live long enotgh for me to
make the money [ could use todo
~things for her, and she did. She lived
tobe 71,

“I REMEMBER herasking me
what | wanted to be when I grew up,
and Laaid I want to be rich. I had jobs
as a kid. Paper routes, Big Bear su-
permarkets, drugstore, other things.
1t was a custom for us Lo go to dinner
as a family every now and then to the
old Northwood Inn, on Woodward,
and one daywhen I wasstilla kid T
announced | was going to take care of
the check. The check was something
like $11, 1 think, and L had enough to
cover that but I had to borrow maney
from my mother far the tip, I thought

ight then maybe I ought {o have two
jobs; st | cotld make more money.

“She told me real richness was in-
side you. Was she right? Well, having
money is verv nice. But | can think of
things in my life that are very, very
viluable that have nothing to do with
money. Money is nice, though.”

‘Farbman shakes his head, then

ARIVE LA VIR LR STV LA bR
asked me how Tliked it. 1t had some-
thing hanging way down in back. 1
told him I didn't like it, didn’t like it
much at all. A few days later, heand |
were in the car up there and he
looked at his watch and he said, Il
make vou a deal: if vou can find
something to cut'hair with in the
next 10 minutes, vou can cut the tail
=“Well, we were on & country road
and there are no stores out there. 1
didn’t have scissors in the car or any-
thingelse that would do. I'm driving
faster and faster, looking for some-
thing and 1 can't find any place to
stop. Then we get to Ellsworth and [
aee a general slore and T pull the car
over and rush in and there in front of
me are thoge hig shears you cut
hedges with, I grabbed a pair and ran
back to the car nnd David was
lnughing and he said, *Sorry, It's 30
seconds past 10 minutes, You lose¥
“Then hesaid, ' Dad, if you really,
don't like my haircut, you can cut it *
off no matter what time itis." So Leut
the tail piece off with those shears,
then I went back into the store and
paid for them.” 5
Tlia.nthnf]rd E]qn iﬁﬁlidy. 14, '”_
“Andy were playing gollf one
day at Belvedere Goli Club, " recalls
Farbman. “We were out on the fair-
way, I'd swing, he'd swing, Hewasn't
havingany luck and suddenly all
kinds of things came pouring out pf
him, He and I forgol golf right there.
We went over to a small lake on the
course and we sal there for what
-must have been a couple of hours,
-andwe had probably the first real
conversation we had ever had.

“YOU FORGET all the things
kids worey sbout. You know, he'
asked me if T had ever been afraid of
anything, and [said, ves, yes, sura”

“Burl and Suzy Farbman, who
have been married 18 years; were a
blind date. Suzy says, “That first
date was very romantic, We ended it
by going ice skating at midnight at
Franklin Hills Country Club. There
was a little warming house out at the
lake on the golf course and we had a
‘bonfire,

*Years Inter, when Burt was presi-
dent of Franklin Hills, the ane capi-
talimprovement he was determined
Lo make was to rebuild that warming
hut. It had fallen into disrepair and
hied to be torn down, He saw that it

was rebuilt, and it's there today,”

Farbman attended Mumford
High School in Detroit, for a while.
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