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SHULER:

Today is Monday October 24, 2005, and this is the beginning of an interview with Judy Martin in room G27 in the Music and Communications building of Cleveland State University.  My name is Shannon Shuler and I’ll be the interviewer.  This interview will be done in connection with the Euclid Corridor Project.

SHULER:

Before we begin actually talking about the topic can you tell me when and where you were born?

MARTIN:

 I was born January 21st, 1941 in Tacoma Washington.  

S:  

Ummm… Can you tell me a little about yourself and your background?

MARTIN: 

I grew up in Tacoma and came out to Cleveland in 1967.  I graduated from high school in Tacoma and I had I came to Cleveland and got married and had two children  I worked as a secretary in different places since then and off and on for the last nineteen/eighteen years eighteen or nineteen years at Jones Day. A couple other law firms before that and I founded Survivors Victims of Tragedy as a support group for those of us who have lost someone to violence.   I’m a member of Black on Black, V.O.I.C.E.S., the Task Force, the Million Mom group and I’m an ilk.

SHULER:

 Where do you currently reside?

MARTIN:

 I live in Willow Arms in Euclid Ohio.

SHULER:

 How would you compare that community to East Cleveland?

MARTIN: 

Similar to where I live.   I don’t feel any difference when I’m in either place, a...a because it is a suburb.  Some of the house might be newer or bigger with different kinds of lawns or grass areas because houses in older areas were built closer together and it’s just a different neighborhood but to me, it’s the same.

SHULER:

The people just seem the same?

MARTIN:

Yeah

SHULER:

Since you came to Cleveland, the city of Cleveland, how have you seen it change over the years?

MARTIN: 

It’s grown so much, it’s expanded, new buildings, total different skyline as far as downtown goes lots of changes.

SHULER:

You said you came to Cleveland in 1967;   What do you remember from like the sixties and seventies?

MARTIN: 

Then my world in Cleveland was on the East Side. I came to Cleveland and I lived on 82nd and Quincy, right in the middle of whatever anybody calls the ghetto, the inner city.  It was I guess a couple of years after the Huff riots, but the minute I walked there I walked the streets I’ve never felt anything but welcome and generosity and it’s been great. Of course things back then of course I was nineteen years old, that’s so long ago you look at things differently.  I was having my first child and I had a second child and your all into marriage and all that kinds of stuff.  My world revolved around Quincy and Cedar and Central when I went to work, work and home.

SHULER:  

In today’s society, like, I grew up in, I’ve come to Cleveland more recently  that I’ve grown up and I’m in college and everything, I live in Parma and it’s known for its Polish ways and very little racial integration. Would you say that there is more violence; people see more violence in East Cleveland even though it may not really be there?

MARTIN:

I think it’s reported that way. By East Cleveland are you talking about the town of East Cleveland or the town of East Cleveland? Cause there’s a difference. And East Cleveland the city has a reputation of being a very violent place.   I have to tell you that I’ve been going through there and among there; true I don’t live in East Cleveland but I live near East Cleveland and I’m there a lot with meetings with Black on Black, and the Wall and other things and all I’ve met are lots of nice people.

SHULER:

When I went down to visit the Wall I got the same kind of reactions.  I was a little nervous going down there just because of everything I’ve heard through the media and the news and everything, but just like you said everyone was very willing to give me whatever kind of information I wanted. There was not hostility or anything.

MARTIN:

That’s people perceptions, when I moved to Cleveland and like I said my life was 82nd and Quincy.  The first time we went on the west side, on the way back everyone in the car went [sigh] we made it back alive. Too because maybe there wasn’t anything wrong with the west side and the hatred wasn’t there but the perception is there and now, Cleveland is truly integrated and true there are pockets that aren’t but it is very integrated on the west side and the east side.

SHULER:

You’re a very active member of the community.  You’ve already said the different organizations you belong too. Can you tell me why that is?

MARTIN:

I’ve, I don’t know.  I always have wanted to be part of something, an organization that is doing something. When the kids were little I was part of Head Start forever way beyond the time when my kids were in Head Start and involved with the kids in their sports and a little bit of PTA when they were little, and a..a..a you have to be involved, you have to try and do things with people, with the community and if not with the community where you live somewhere with in the greater community that you are apart of.

SHULER:

You don’t have to answer this question if you do not want to but, had your son not been killed, do you think, everyone wants to be an advocate for nonviolence but, do you think you would be as active as you are now?

MARTIN:

Probably not. I would have woken up but until it hits you and you don’t know what the enormity of it is, you just don’t understand it; you don’t know what that other family is really going through. It’s not the same as losing your mother or father when their in there 60’s or 70’s or hopefully their 80’s or 90’s, it’s not like losing someone to illness it’s just not the same.  When your child is murdered your whole life changes but then I’ve met hundreds of families since then whose children have been murdered and it’s not in them to be as involved as I am I think I have gotten involved in this area because I was always involved in something.  So it was a naturally progressing for me to seek out a group fighting against the violence. To find a way to do something or try to do something.

SHULER: 

Has becoming active helped you cope with it; you can never actually get over it obviously but…

MARTIN: 

Well I think in ways it has.  Friends and people have seen me in this, want me to stop because they see what it is does to you as well; but it is something I have to do, this is not a choice on my part anymore.  It never was once Chris was killed, and I didn’t want anyone else joining him.  He almost lost one of his best friends at the same time, it could have been a double homicide or if Kevin had been in the car it could have been a triple homicide but you just don’t know.  So we have to try and make a change, we have to try and find the kids before they make the choice to do this because when Chris was killed two lives, two homes shattered.  True Chris is gone forever but the young man who killed him he’s gone for and awful long time and that’s two families totally disrupted ours permanently, theirs maybe differently but its’ still a disruption its still a total disambiguation to his children, he had a two year old son, how old is his son going to be when he gets out, if he gets out, if he survives his experience.  I don’t know if that answers the question but..

SHULER:

Very much so.

SHULER: 

You said that you founded Survivors Victims of Tragedy.  Can you just explain more about what that is?

MARTIN: 

Well, when I joined Black on Black after Chris was killed, we are an activist organization.  Now the members of Black on Black are extremely supportive but I was looking for a group where we just talked. And helped each other try to survive another day.  Just to have a place where you knew exactly why I felt like I felt or as close to exactly as can be.  I met some people from V.O.I.C.E.S., which is a support group that was started years ago but we’ve become more of an activist organization as well, so we didn’t have meetings where we just sat and talked.  We were always trying to plan something to make a change and after a couple years I just wanted to start my own group.  I called Reverend Wait at Antioch and said what can I do?  This was around the holiday times,  this was in 1997, the end of 1996 and holidays I don’t know why they are so bad, it wasn’t like Chris would’ve stayed home just because it was a holiday, he would’ve been everywhere just like Johnny was, visiting friends. You’re never home, it’s just the different and she helped me.  She gave me a place at Antioch to have a group and we started meeting there in January of 1997 and we’ve been meeting there every since then. Rev. McMiccle and Rev Wait have been very generous with space

SHULER:

How large has the group gotten over the years?

MARTIN:

It’s funny, it’s a group that sometimes has had fifteen or twenty people there, and sometimes it’s just two or three.  It depends on who needs to come at that time.  I found that the group more serves a purpose that once they now about the group, they can call, they don’t have to come to a meeting.   I’ve heard from people that I’ve never met but they’ve gotten the number.  Then I’ll hear from them again two or three years later but they call when they need.   So that the group serves a purpose that way as well.

SHULER:

You said that you’re a member of Black on Black, and Survivors Victims of Tragedy, are there any other organizations that you may not be involved in that are involved in the fight against violence?

MARTIN: 

I’m not sure there are organizations.  That might have that as one of their committees but our main focus as far as Black on Black goes is fighting against violence, against everybody, not just black people but anybody.  But we do have committees that do try to help in other subjects too; education and health care and police brutality and discrimination and housing and employment.   People come to us will all these different kinds of needs that they want us to try and help them with.  We do the best we can.  There is the TASK FORCE for community mobilization, V.O.I.C.E.S., Million Mom group, there are a couple of other support groups out there but I’m not aware of any other group in Cleveland that does what Black on Black does or the Task Force along with V.O.I.C.E.S. and Survivors because we all work together.

SHULER:

I’m going to switch topics now and concentrate on the Wall.  Can you tell us what the Wall of Sorrow is?

MARTIN:

The Wall of Sorrow is the names of children and young adults between the ages of birth through twenty five who have been killed in Cuyahoga County since 1990.  That number is now up to 996 or 998, you’d think that I’d have it burned in my brain but it changes everyday, 998 is the count.  I have now since 1990 and that is I picked the 25 years age, just a quarter of a century, true I wanted to include my son, he was 23 when he was killed.   Most people say that it is eighteen and under but just because you’re twenty one or twenty two and you think that you’re an adult ,you’re not an adult all the time, you don’t know that until your fifty and you still wonder when you’ll be an adult .  Through V.O.I.C.E.S. we started talking with Mayor White wondering about trying to get a memorial and that didn’t work out.  Then Art McKoy from Black on black kept bugging me and bugging me until I got the portable wall that we carried for a number of years.  Then one day he took me out of the Black on Black office and said let’s put it on the building across the street. The building that had been abandoned for I don’t know how long, maybe twenty years, and it was a terrible looking building.  He said do it.   So I found a way to do it with the help of the community and members of the Million Mom group, Interact, Survivors members, a few members of Black on Black, we boarded it up, we painted it, cleaned up the outside and Fast Signs made the Wall for me.  We used to want to have a granite wall. I thought we’ll have a memorial like the Vietnam Wall but that would’ve been a permanent wall, it would have been a non extending wall because unfortunately kids are still killing each other.   Young people are still killing each other everyday or someone is still killing a young person everyday.  When we put it up on the building it doesn’t look as fancy as a granite wall in a park and all that, but people put pictures up there, poems, flowers, and candles.  Some families have come up there and they are not alone.  You’re never alone when you go to the Wall, every time I’ve gone to the Wall, nobody knows that I’m going at that moment, not for a function, somebody else always stops and joins you, you look up at the Wall and your child is not there alone, unfortunately.  You think you go up there you can talk to your son, you can talk to his friend, and unfortunately some of his friends might be up.  There I have some of what I call my almost sons up there and one man said he talks to all of them up there.   He said his son is with everyone and I like to think that they are all up in heaven working on trying to find a way to help us down here, to stop it.   The Wall, I can add to it, I can add the names and we can continue adding poems and flowers and pictures.  If we lose that building, if we don’t get the lot next to it, it is going to be a tradgesty.   It means so much too so many people not just those of us who have family up there, but people in the community who live there.  They know about it all the time because they see it, day cares that bring their kids up there to see the Wall and schools come by.  It’s just amazing; it’s more than I thought it could be.   I didn’t imagine what it has grown to be.

SHULER:

Why did your organization chose the year 1990 to be the starting point for the listing of the names.

MARTIN:

Chris was killed in 94 and that’s when I started meeting.   I met the members of Black on Black and then the members of V.O.I.C.E.S. and the people I was meeting right then, their children were killed in that decade and at first I thought this Wall would be from 1990 to 1999 or 2000 to cover a decade, but to show you can’t stop it I just picked a decade I could’ve gone back to the eighties but just then space and finances I just couldn’t borrow any more money.

SHULER: 

It’s not a time limit? It’s more of a decade?

MARTIN:

Yeah

SHULER:

What kinds of efforts are being made by the community or survivors or black on black to help save the wall?

MARTIN:

We are raising money, it doesn’t sound like much but we’ve raised over $5000.  We made and offer to the city to buy the building, the city put that building and the property next to it into the land bank, and there appraised value was $25,700 for both of them and true we only offered $1500 but we wanted to get the building to renovate it.   Everybody who we know that is in the construction trade said that the building is still redeemable.  The brick building structurally it is sound.  Of course it needs a new roof, it needs this and that, a lot it.  We want to create a space where black on Black can serve more of the community and do more of what we do.  We have a fabulous hip hop workshop for people; kids from babies up to seventy years old come to perform at the hip hop workshop.  It’s grown from just a few people to filling up a room.  Ted Gary has the ping pong and chess house and we could expand on that, which offers a safe place for kids to always come, kids of all ages to come.  Usually for meetings for community groups that come to Black on Black, now we need space, we need space to do what we want to do.   To help the community.  Then we would use the lot next to it to create a memorial garden.   We are working with, we were trying to work with the city government, and I’m sure once we got title to the land we would get people that would help us.   The community will come out, companies can donate materials and it will be a write off because we are a non profit group. Black on Black is a non profit group and Survivors is registered as a non profit corporation, I don’t have a 501 C3 yet.   We work together, we’re working hard but just hopefully if there is a change in leadership in city council and then the mayor’s office in East Cleveland we might have a better chance at getting this property.

SHULER:

On a little side note, you had mentioned that it had been abandoned for twenty years before you guys put the Wall on it.  I was trying to find out what it was before the Wall and the last time I could get any kind of information on it was 1949 when it was a meat shop.   So I’m kind of glad that I just wasn’t looking in the wrong places.

MARTIN:

It’s been a long time since it was last occupied.   I’ve heard that is was there were people in it maybe in the 60’s.   That area used to be called the Millionaires Row a long time ago.  One member of Black on Black, who is a very active member within the community; he took pictures of abandoned buildings along Euclid Avenue including where we have the Wall now.  It is the best looking abandoned building in East Cleveland.

SHULER:

Should the city get its wish, should your group not raise enough money and god forbid they get their wish to demolish the building where the Wall stands now, is there any place you guys have in mind to re-put it up?

MARTIN:

Not yet, the city offered some so called places to think about.   But there are all out of the way.   They are all hidden behind where nobody could see them.   This Wall has to be visible, it has to be visible.   It has to be a place that is assessable for all families to come too.   It can’t be in a place where you can’t park and stop and just think or leave a message for your child or someone else’s child or your friend or everyone’s  cousin, brother, sister, aunt, uncle, father, mother, that could be up there.   A friend of mine asked me if she could put her father’s picture up there, he was killed 30 years ago maybe 35 years ago now.   So it means a lot.  There are people up there from other areas of Ohio. It is not just for that spot it is for everyone.

SHULER:

What do you think people, regular people like me, could do to help stop the spread or continuation of violence?

MARTIN:

If we all started talking to each other again and stopped being afraid of each other.   Just because you look different from me doesn’t mean that you’re not just as wonderful a person as I think I am or vice versa.  Whether you’re black, white, Asian, Hispanic, Indian, American Indian, Asian Indian, whatever, we are all people.  If people just started realizing that and stopped hating each other and knowing that everyone should have the right to chose how they think, what they believe in, their religion or whether they don’t have a religion, as long as they are not forcing you to do it, it should be your choice to do it.  We all bleed and if people that are coming out with a new DNA things, we all started in the same spot, were all from Africa.   So if you only think that black people came from Africa then we were all black at one time it may have been a few million years ago or thousand and thousands of years ago but we were all black. That is until people moved around the world and changed according to the climate we were in apparently.   Because how else is someone’s DNA from who is very white match someone’s DNA who is very black in South Africa and its happened.

SHULER:

That is exactly what I try to tell people, I’m an anthropology major and the one of the first things I learned, I try to tell people that.  They say I’m crazy, and I tell them no you came from Africa just get over it.

MARTIN:

Get over it is true.   We are all from the same maybe two or three branches that started from the same root that branched off all over the place.

SHULER:

Let’s hope someone else realizes that.

MARTIN:

And you’re from Parma.

SHULER:

Is there anyone else who maybe able to give me addition information or more information on this subject?

MARTIN:

Well Art McKoy can give you a lot as well, and he said he did not get your letter.  You need to call him or we’ll figure it out, I’ll make him call you.  Dolores Walton, who is the president of V.O.I.C.E.S. and Iris Sullon, you could speak to members of the Million Mom group, they work more from the political side but they have been very very supportive of the Wall, because when we started cleaning up the building they were scrapping and painting.  Then so many people from the community came out and I was just amazed and members of Survivors, we went on TV, Art and I went on TV and just asked for help and it came.

SHULER:

You don’t think you could get people out because they want to help, not necessarily feel obligated, but it makes them feel good about themselves.

MARTIN:

That’s why I think if we could get the title to the land and people know and believe that we really do what we want to do, we’ll go in TV and put out another call for help.  We need everyone’s help, from anyone who could give me a dollar five dollars to $100,000 to $10,000 to $500,000 or say I’ll provide all the roofing materials or I’ll give you the materials to drywall the place.   Or whatever it takes to, the plumbing, the wiring; things like that or the expertise to do it.  We have members of Black on Black who have their own companies, contracting and repair.  We have the talent within our organization and I know Cleveland has the talent and the ability to do it, greater Cleveland, Cuyahoga County, all of us.

SHULER:

That is the end of my question I have is, there anything I haven’t asked that you think is important?

MARTIN:

Euclid Corridor, you probably know more about this than I do. Do I need to stop the tracks from going into East Cleveland so they don’t want to tear down our building?

SHULER:

Um….

MARTIN:

You can cut that part out if you want to.

SOUTHER:

No.

MARTIN:

I heard that the so called trolley tracks or RTA tracks are going to go right down the middle of Euclid all the way through.  Maybe that’s why the past mayor wanted to put and empty lot there.

SHULER:

 I don’t know why anyone wouldn’t want to see it.   I was there and was amazed.   I was in aww when I was looking at it.

MARTIN: 

I think that everyone would be because I hope that people go to look at it and will work together, because unfortunately some where and it happened more that 10 years ago maybe 15 we started losing something between, within our lives.  Kids stopped thinking that they were loved.  We were too quick to hate, to quick to be angry, too quick to go from an argument to say I’m killing you.  Zero to a hundred and thirty thousand miles an hour without thinking what we are doing.  When kids don’t think that they are really cared about and loved, they are the ones that don’t think it is not important to take a life.  I think we can change; I have to know that I can talk to anybody and that’s what I believe I can.   I’ll go up to anybody to talk, to any group of kids and either they will listen or they will not.   Maybe I shouldn’t talk, maybe I should listen.   That is even more important.

SOUTHER:

 I have a couple of questions that I would like to add if I may.  One question I have is getting back to the Wall of Sorrow, when it was first built, do you recall the day that you actually started putting up the wall what was the atmosphere like?  How long did it take to complete the initial Wall, I see that it is an ongoing process, can you just sort of wall us through that?

MARTIN:

Let’s see, the actual fixing up of the building probably started in July, the early part of July 2002 because we dedicated the Wall on August 2nd, 2002. That is what Art did to me, he said lets do it and he announced to the world that we were going to dedicated the Wall on August 2nd, long before anything was organized.  So we had to find a way to get people together; members of the community came out, members from the Million Mom group came.  Without them a lot of things wouldn’t have been done.  Then Interact, some people from Interact came and sat and scrapped and painted and cleaned up garbage, and painted the boards. We boarded up the building and some of the members of Survivors, for 2-3 weeks there were quite a few people and then the last few days before the dedication there were three people that did so much work; they had been there the whole time at least two of them. Without their help we wouldn’t have gotten up a lot of the boards.  They worked hard and Harry Bell came out and Art got Harry Bell to paint the murals.  He painted for over twelve hours at a time and got it done in two or three days. If you’ve seen the murals, it’s quite a site; they are big and unfortunately they are getting covered up because we are getting to many pictures.  Too many kids are still being killed.  This year is as bad as last year already, already.  So and I keep talking when we go out about the pendulum in history, the pendulum has always swung from good to bad, good times to bad times and I don’t know what your political persuasion is but when we had a Democrat in office things get good.  So people get mad and then we get Republicans and with Republicans we get higher rates of violence.  We do, we have, we have it with this Bush, with Reagan, it took Clinton a long time to change it and then they wanted him out and didn’t want another Democrat so, of course obviously you can tell I’m a Democrat, were are going to the side of bad again.   The higher end in 1997-98-99 Ms Walton and Iris Sullon were going to schools so much and talking to classes of kids in auditoriums and sometimes I got to go with them.  We saw a change starting to happen.  The violence went down and then it leveled as far as that age group goes, it leveled.  Now it is going back up again because we haven’t been able to go to the schools as much, plus the violence, the age group is going back up again. We’re getting drive bys, kids getting killed for nothing again, and it happens everywhere.  It doesn’t just happen in the black community, not just on East 22nd and Euclid, it happens everywhere and until we realize that we won’t make a change.   Plus we have a corner for the missing children and a couple of adults on there too.  It is huge, total increase in kids being snatched and killed. What is that indicative of?  And don’t we have to work to together to to stop it?   I wish everyone could hear what we are talking about we could put it out over the world.

SOUTHER:

You also mentioned Antioch church which church is that?

MARTIN:

Antioch Baptist church on East 89th and Cedar Rev. McMiccle’s church, they have offered us space to meet there since the beginning and haven’t’ asked for anything.

SOUTHER:

Have any churches in East Cleveland helped as well?

MARTIN:

In what way?

SOUTHER:

Either with the organizations or with the wall.

MARTIN: 

There have been times where we’ve gone to them for meetings and Rev. Matthews at Mount Sinai has been real involved with the community. Not specifically, but the Omega church in East Cleveland, we have had some vigils there and there were other times we had a vigil in front of a church and it was raining and the pastor invited us in; things like that do happen.  Maybe more would be involved if we had more time to reach out; this job of going to vigils and marches and talking to families keeps us so busy, so busy.

SOUTHER:

Can you recount for us your proudest or happiest moment, I don’t’ know if happiest is the right word, but your proudest moment since the wall has been created, the time when you felt the most hope or the most pride?

MARTIN:

I don’t know there have been times when we’ve had county wide vigils there or just recently the day of remembrance.  We filmed and tried to send in the film to the View when they had that contest for community projects.  I put out a call and so many people showed up it was amazing.  Things like that, when people come to help, to try and get out the message, those are good times I guess. Times that you wish everyone that came that day was involved all the time but we’re are not all inclined that way. I don’t know if I think of things that way. Just moments like that. It is hard to.  It took me a long time to smile again, with out someone telling me a joke or trying to make me smile.

MARTIN:

Shannon, thank you very much. Put this out to the world and become a TV commentator. This is your first interview

SHULER:

And this is the end of the October 24, 2005 interview with Judy Martin.  The interviewer was Shannon Shuler.

MARTIN:

Thank you.

