REMEMBERING
MARTIN SPRITZER

lifelong civil rights activist
and community advocate
“You have to be fair to all of the people.”

Martin Spritzer, a landmark figure
in Metuchen's history
He was appointed Borough
Attorney of Metuchen from
1966 to 1968 under former
Mayor Thomas Weber. He
was the first Borough Attorney
to serve on both the Planning
Board and the Zoning Board
of Adjustments. He was
re-appointed to the role in
1970, then served until 1983.
He served on 10 different Metuchen commissions
or committees and helped to create more than 20
local and county Human Relations Commissions
throughout the State of New Jersey.
He also had a significant impact on Metuchen’s
development, including several complex and
controversial proposals, such as the municipal
swimming pool, New Street property acquisitions,
the train station’s reconstruction, and preservation
of the Metuchen portion of the Dismal Swamp.
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A Servant for Civil Rights
From the start of his career, Martin Spritzer was
dedicated to the cause of civil rights. He advocated for
and witnessed many changes in Metuchen, improving
race relations and bringing the community together
over the span of three decades.
He was a catalyst in the establishment of the
Metuchen-Edison Race Relations Council (MERRC) in
1962 and was a recipient of MERRC's Metuchen
Brotherhood Award in 1969.
He served as an advisor to
the Metuchen-Edison
NAACP and received the
organization’s Distinguished
Service Award in 1989.
In 1988, Governor Thomas
Kean appointed him to the
state-wide Martin Luther
King Commemorative
Commission.
“You owe loyalty to your client, but you also owe loyalty to the public.”
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“Good racial relationships
and equality of opportunity
for black citizens is
essential to the success of
the American Democratic
system.”
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Race Relations in the 1960s
As was happening across the U.S., in Metuchen the
black community faced prejudice, racial segregation
and discrimination. There were reported cases of
racism and discrimination against black people in
many areas, including housing, businesses,
employment, education, public accommodations,
government and community organizations.
White residents opposed black families moving
into their neighborhoods, even installing yard
signs declaring their opposition.
The Public Accommodations Committee noticed
that local barber shops wouldn’t offer haircuts to
black people. The first black cardinal of the Roman
Catholic Church said he was refused a haircut in
Metuchen because of his color.
Local bars and other establishments denied
entrance to black people.
Government bodies and community organizations
had a noticeable lack of black members and
opportunities for black people to participate.
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A Turning Point
In August 1968, Metuchen’s black community roared
their frustration. The breaking point was Isadore
Newsome’s denial of membership in the Metuchen
Police Reserves.

“Why can’t someone
in the white
community say to the
black community,
‘We did something
wrong.’
This could truly be the
beginning of
something good.”
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Time for Change
Martin Spritzer witnessed and helped bring about many
improvements in race relations in Metuchen in the late
1960s and ‘70s, including:
MERRC successfully broke down segregated
housing patterns in Metuchen and Edison.
A two-year project for community education and
research on housing to create an atmosphere in
which people of all races and religions could live
side by side without fears in Metuchen.
Adoption of a Fair Housing and Anti-Blockbuster
Ordinance to reduce housing segregation, and
removal of all anti-black signs in neighborhoods.
Redistricting of Metuchen schools for racial balance,
allowing black students to attend different schools
so schools would not replicate segregated housing
patterns.
“There are a great variety of people and interests in this town
and nobody is any better than anyone else. You can’t be a snob
in Metuchen. If you are, it doesn’t do you any good.”
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More Change in Metuchen
In no small part due to the efforts of Martin Spritzer,
other significant changes took place in Metuchen
during those years:
Black people were recruited and hired to work in
municipal government, schools, banks and local
businesses. Metuchen Advisory Coalition helped
black youths get summer jobs and internships.
Furthermore, the black community was
encouraged and supported to get involved in local
government and school organizations.
‘Whites only’ bars and establishments were
banned from the Borough.
Henry Brown, a black engineer, and his family
peacefully moved into a previously all-white
neighborhood. Brown went on to make significant
contributions to the Metuchen community as an
elected member of the Board of Education.
“All of a sudden there were more black people in Borough Hall.
There were more black people in banks. There were more black
police officers, which there never were before.”
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Beyond Metuchen
Martin Spritzer served as co-chair of the Middlesex
County Human Relations Commission, formed in 1990.
The Commission addressed many issues related to the
area's changing demographics:
Helped defuse high bias incidents against the
Asian Indian Community in Woodbridge.
Brought the NAACP and the Jewish Federation
together to meet with East Brunswick's Korean
and Chinese communities after they were
targeted with flyers signed by the Aryan Nation.
Created more than 20 local and county Human
Relation Commissions throughout the State of
New Jersey; most of them are still in place today.

Martin Spritzer (left)), Co-chair of Middlesex County Human Relations Commission, and
Ken Sharpe, Middlesex County Assistant Prosecutor, meet with student delegates to
multicultural organizations in the community. October 1993.
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Martin Spritzer's Legacy
In 1983, Martin Spritzer retired from his position as
Borough Attorney of Metuchen.

“I saw small towns as being the fountainhead of
democracy. I wanted to use my legal training as a way of
improving what was there. I thought that human effort
could make the world better for most people.”
“Some of my ideals have been realized. . . Things are
not as good as they should be, but they are better.”
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