Michael J. George was an iconic businessman, Chaldean community leader and dedicated husband, father, grandfather, brother, uncle, mentor and friend.  He spent his life in the service of others, uniting and elevating the Chaldean community and serving as its steward and spokesman for the better part of five decades.  As a self made man who acquired power, influence and wealth, Mike used it quietly, with humility and, most often, for the benefit of others, through the formation of Chaldean organizations, community centers, a community bank and by helping those in need, such as widows and refugees.  His legacy of helping others will live on through the family and friends in which he instilled those values, many of whom are now leaders in the community themselves.
The Businessman
George was the quintessential American success story, having built the Melody Farms Dairy Company with his brother Sharkey from a single milk route in 1950 to a business with over $150 million in revenues.  He was one of the most recognizable and revered businessmen in Michigan, best known for his humility, service and responsiveness.  The foundation of his business dealings was his unshakeable trust in the fundamental goodness of others, which so often led to him making deals with a handshake instead of a contract.  “People are the most important thing” was a familiar motto of Mike George.
Mike was born in Detroit, Michigan on December 20, 1932.  Upon graduating Catholic Central High School in 1950, George, his father Tom and his brother Sharkey started Tom George & Sons Dairy with $412, a coffee table and an 11-year-old truck to distribute Wilson’s dairy products.

After two years he left the family business to serve in the Army during the Korean War, from 1953-1955, obtaining the rank of sergeant.  Upon his return, he rejoined the family business, which eventually became known as Melody Farms.  

Mike became a legend in the dairy industry.  He grew the company rapidly, both organically and through acquisitions, including ironically the very first company with which he worked, Wilson’s Dairy.  Prior to their sale to industry leader Dean’s Foods in 2003, Melody Farms had several lines of dairy products, over 80 flavors of ice cream, over 10,000 customers and was one of the largest privately held dairy and beverage distribution companies in the United States.  Mike went on to focus on several other business interests, including in the food and real estate industries.  Mike always stayed active in business and philanthropy, at one point serving on 19 boards simultaneously.

He was so revered and trusted in the business world that he became a third party intermediary and mediator in countless conflicts between family members, business partners and adversaries alike.  
Mike was so humble that no job was beneath him, from mopping a floor to bussing a table, which often caught his employees, business partners, guests and even family members off guard when he performed what others would consider a menial task.  No meeting in his office was complete without food and drinks, which he himself would serve.

The Leader

When the history of the last 50 years of the Chaldean community is written, Mike will be its protagonist, the main character and hero.  He played a prominent role in the development and success of nearly every major community project during the most formative period in the community’s time in America.
Mike championed several essential causes for the Chaldean community as the former Chairman of the Chaldean Federation of America, a position he took on at the request and urging of Bishop Ibrahim, and as co-founder and past president of the Chaldean Iraqi American Association of Michigan.  He was instrumental in establishing both the Southfield Manor and later the Shenandoah Banquet, Golf, Community and Conference Center.  He was one of the driving forces behind the formation of Bank of Michigan, a community bank focused largely on small business lending, which Mike believed was the essence of the American dream.  Most recently he championed several new programs to aid tens of thousands of minority Christians flee unrelenting violence and persecution in Iraq and throughout the Middle East.
Mike had a considerable impact on the success of Chaldeans in the metro-Detroit area and also to the city of Detroit itself.  After the Detroit riots in 1967, George, who by then had been in the dairy business for 15 years, encouraged Chaldean storeowners to stay in the city. He assisted many in their efforts to rebuild, open and buy more stores.  Eventually, over the course of 30 years, George helped finance over 700 new stores (many in Detroit).
If a storeowner were to die tragically or otherwise unexpectedly, Mike advised the widow, helped manage their money and provided whatever help and support they needed.  “I think that helping those widows and helping their children was probably one of the most important things in my life,” Mike said.  
For these contributions and others Mike earned awards too numerous to mention, including the Ellis Island Medal of Honor (2001) for his outstanding service and achievements as an American of Chaldean heritage, the Arab American and Chaldean Council Entrepreneur of the Year (1998), and Associated Food Dealer’s Man of The Year (2001).
The Family Man

Mike believed that family came first, before all else.  He is survived by the one true love of his life, his wife of 54 years Najat, their six sons and three daughter-in-laws, Anthony and Sheila, Robert and Mimi, Rodney and Paulette, Leonard, Scott and Michael II, 10 grandchildren Amber, Dominic, Lorenzo, Robert Jr. and his wife Lindsey, Samantha, Blake, Brittany, Michaela, Nicholas and Caitlin, and his older brother, Sharkey and his wife Rita.

Mike’s family endured sharing him with an entire community but that did not detract from the influence he had on their lives – he was a best friend, mentor and role model to his children and grandchildren.  He taught them life lessons that they will cherish forever.

Mike was very proud of the fact that his sons worked in the family businesses (and they are now joined by three of the grandchildren).  The life lessons they learned extended into business – they saw and understood the way Mike treated others, conducted himself with lawyers, bankers and other businessmen, and they modeled themselves as best they could in his image. 
His greatest joy in life was having his entire family to his home for Sunday family dinner, where other extended family and friends often joined.  Many times Mike would spend time with the family boating on Walnut Lake and could often be found on his deck enjoying a cigar.

The Legacy

Mike George’s legacy of service lives on in the organizations he founded and, most importantly, in the impact he had on so many lives. He said, “I hope that when I am not around that our community will continue to help people in need.”  
He was an exemplar of the highest order, a person who lived life in a true Christian spirit of service to others. He was outward looking and selfless.  Although he dedicated his time, energy and money to helping others, he never asked for anything in return (including recognition).  When people tried to thank him or give him a gift for help he provided, his typical response was to tell them to pay it forward – he would say ‘if you want to thank me you can do it by helping someone else in need down the road.’
Beyond his immediate family, George was a second father, Godfather, uncle, mentor and advisor to countless others, many of whom attribute their success in business or politics to him.  He was referred to as “uncle” by so many as a sign of respect and he would endearingly refer to young men closest to him as “son.”
His leadership, wisdom and generous heart made him loved by people of all faiths and backgrounds.  Mike treated everyone equally.  So while he was revered and respected by so many, he was approachable to all, regardless of their place or status in society.   And people eagerly sought his counsel, from storeowners, businessmen, and widows to mayors, senators, congressman and judges and so many others.  He influenced them, encouraged them, motivated them and so many of them went on and will go on to serve others, at least in part because they knew Mike George, heeded his wisdom, saw the way he lived and strove to emulate him.  That is Mike George’s legacy and it will live on forever.

Farewell Mike George

We love you so much, we thank you for being such an important part of our lives, we will miss you, and we promise to carry on your great legacy.
