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Today is November 15, my name is Tom Witt and today I am interviewing my grandmother Wilma Witt.  I’ll start by asking you some basic questions about your background. 

Where did you grow up?

Wilma Witt

  I was born and raised in Cleveland.  And then moved to Wickliffe when I was about 3 or 4 years old and lived there for a few years.

Can I elaborate and tell you that my father was purchasing two homes.  He owned them but they weren’t completely paid for. So when the depression hit, he decided to give up the one in Wickliffe that was the family home and moved back into the city. Which was on 148th St off of St Clair.  And the reason was to hopefully to collect some rent and pay for that but we lost a beautiful home in Wickliffe.  He also said “don’t buy two houses at one time”.  

TW:  What years did you live downtown or Collinwood area?

  WW:  When we moved back to 148th in 1934.  I was in the third grade then.

TW:  Just say something about your family.  How many brothers, sisters?

  WW:  I was number four in the family.  Three ahead of me and two after me.  I  lived in the Collinwood area until 1944 when I graduated from Collinwood High School. After that I moved to Maple Hts.

TW:  What was the neighborhood like?

  WW:  It was basically a long street and all the streets around there were practically all two-family houses, up and down or duplexes.

Street cars were at the end of the street.  That was close to Collinwood High School at 152nd.  The neighborhood I would frequent most was like 140th to 152nd.

TW:  Why would you frequent that area?

  WW:  Well number one, you had foot power or if I was lucky I could get a used bicycle eventually. And that’s where my friends were from, that area.

  We jumped the gun a little.  From 1934-1940 I went to St Johns which was 176th and Nottingham Rd.

2

Wilma Witt

TW:  Was that not part of the public schools.

  WW:  No, it was a Lutheran school.

TW:  Was religion a big part of your life growing up?

  WW:  Very much so.  The whole idea was to have a religious education as well as the cultural.

Was this something that your family stressed or was it the neighborhood was all Lutheran.

No, most of the neighborhood was catholic.

There were numerous Catholic schools and churches around.

But since I was from the German, Lutheran group that’s where we congregated.

TW:  Did you tend to stick with the Lutheran people?

  WW:  That’s what I am yet today.  Most of my friends were Lutheran.

A few of my friends went to the catholic school, at least until 8th grade and then they went to Collinwood High School.

TW:  So most families were not too bad off if they could afford to go to a private school?

  WW:  They were all working people.  They would work in shifts around the clock.

TW:  Can you comment about the businesses in the neighborhood?

  WW:  On St Clair, that’s where we went to put the food on the table.  There were butcher shops.  There was the A&P.  The Atlantic and Pacific Tea Company.  It was like the Tops or Giant Eagle are today although not as large.  

TW:  Were there a lot of these kinds of stores around or was the A&P the main one that most people went to?

  WW:  What ever the neighborhood supported.  There were individual butcher shops and individual fruit and vegetable places.  You normally wouldn’t buy everything at the A&P but that’s where you could get you canned goods and staples.

TW:  Where there a lot of restaurants in your area?

  WW:  Since I was close to home, I never got into a restaurant because it would have cost money. About the only thing that I could afford was if I could earn 14 cents to buy a sundae at Races Dairy which was near my church.

TW:  What church did you attend?

  WW:  It was St Johns, the same as the school.

TW:  Where you aware of any ethnic or racial diversity in the neighborhood?

  WW:  No, not really.  We all got along well.

One of my sisters, married the guy next door, my brother married the girl who lived diagonally across the street so I would say we got along.  Remember in those days we didn’t have TV to keep us home so if we wanted to be social we associated with those on the street.  When you listen to a ball game, you could walk all the way down the street and hear the ball game in the summer because everyone had it blaring from the radio on their porch.
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TW:  Do you think that you didn’t noticed (the diversity) because of your age or was it just not as big a deal as it is today?

  WW:  Oh, they all got together on their own.  I would go to German groups at 55th off of St Clair.

Being German and a teenager wasn’t too good back in those days because the Germans were being a little ostracized because or fingers pointed at you that you were one of Hitler’s kids.  We knew nothing about Hitler. My father didn’t belong to any German groups for this reason.  My mother was born and raised in Cleveland, my father was from overseas.

TW:  Was that a direct result of the war?  

  WW:  That the Germans were kind of picked on at that time?  Sure, because we were fighting in Germany but we who were born and raised here didn’t know what they were even talking about.

Are you going to ask about downtown because during that time when you talk about ethnic foods you would go to the Central Market.  There was a West Side Market but I didn’t go there until after I was married.  The Central Market is where you would get your Italian bread and go to the creamery stand and get cheese and butter.  You might be dealing with a German over there or a Slovak over there or a Hungarian over there.  I think it was the best of all worlds because you were exposed to everything and we all ate each others food, kind of like we do today.  

TW:  When did you notice that these kind of different ethnic people where less influential.

  WW:  I can tell you the other way, not that they didn’t become influential but that they did become influential as I became more aware of my heritage, being picked on by some friend because I was German.  That made me more aware of what is going on out there.

I remember a survey at Collinwood.  I thought it was mostly Italian but there were Slovenian and Irish and then I think Italian and German were about even.  That was a school of about 5000 kids so that was a good representation of what went on over there.

TW:  What were some of the major activities or places where people went for fun?

  WW:  I had friends in school.  Out of school my parents expected me to hang around with the kids I went to school with.  The church provided activities.  When the war broke out, I was at my church separating food stamps or sales tax stamps or mailing stamps to help a group in our armed service.  There was also work to be done and we did it.

That’s were I had my fun also, because my church provided the young peoples society, the Walther league, a choir and you could choose whatever group you wanted.

I didn’t play basketball. We put on plays.  In the summertime, the church would have excursions sometimes overnight. They were always very well supervised. 

TW:  As you got older, what did you do for entertainment?
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  WW:  Dances--.  Guys were coming home from the services and there was a lot of support from USO’s.  The dances were not like dances today.  They would be like ethnic dances.  Then the American dances started like jitterbugging started.

Many different groups held their own dances and people paid to go.  Wherever a group had an organization that the people wanted their heritage protected they held there own.  Yes, you could intermingle.

TW:  Where were some of these dances held?

  WW:  55th and St Clair.  That’s still a place to have weddings.  I remember that the most.

TW:  Was it like a German center?

  WW:   Yes like Sterles and the Hofbrau House.

TW:  Is there anything else that you would like to say about your childhood?

  WW:  In Wickliffe, during the depression, we pretty much lived off the land.  My mom & dad had enough money for meat on occasion.  My mother spoke about standing in the butcher shop and ham was 5 cents a pound. And she couldn’t afford to by ham to have the relatives over for my brother’s baptism.  When my father worked, he was a custom molder.  That was quite an achievement especially for a foreigner to come over.  He would teach some of the people that he liked but if it was a boss that wanted to get in on how he did this stuff, he’d tell them to hit the door and when you get out I’ll make it and that was when money was hard to get but he was a stickler with that.  They say he was a molder who could touch things and smell the heat and the elements and he knew what he was doing.  He learned that trade here, not in Europe.  He was 19 or 20 when he came to this country. And I will say and I’m proud to say, there are a lot people who come from Germany or other places in Europe and they’ll talk about when they came. My father comes right out and told us, he ran away from the army, he could not go back, he hated it.  He said if they want to fight they can fight their own wars, I’m getting out of here.  You didn’t know that did you?  He could write to his loved ones but he could never go back.  

TW:  Where did your dad work at in Cleveland?  

  WW: One of the places was Otis Steel and the other was Pioneer Alloy.

He became ill because he was taking in all that sand in his lungs and he was getting silicosis

and he had to get out of the foundry.  Then he had misc. jobs which I can’t remember. And during the depression, he wasn’t ashamed to go into a farmer’s field and work for the farmer and fill his truck with potatoes for the family.  That was his pay.

TW:  Do you think that the Great Depression had a bigger impact on your family than the war as far as struggling to survive?

  WW:  I think that you go through what you have to go through to make ends meet.  Now that you mention the war, you do know that I had a brother who was killed the same day that the war ended.  Did that make an impact?  You bet. When you find your father sitting behind a garage 
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crying like a baby over a son that has left and the wife and baby that is left. That has made a difference in my life.

TW:  Do you think that having to go through this ultimately made you a close family? 

  WW:  I think it did.  Family is togetherness time.  If something is going on in the family, you pull together and support each other.

TW:  How to you think that retail around Cleveland was affected by events such as the Great Depression?

  WW:  I kind of remember, in 1940, when we were getting on our feet financially and the war didn’t end of course until 1945-- but then there were places in the family, like brothers and sisters when they got out of high school there was a place to work.  In fact, my brother didn’t finish school. He went back and got his GED at a later date because wow he could get a job and so he quit rather that go to school and that was disheartening to my parents.

TW:  Did you notice that coming out of the war that there was not just more jobs but more stores and restaurants.  

  WW:  Oh sure, there was progression all over.

TW:  How often did you go downtown to shop? 

  WW:  When we moved back from Wickliffe.

I don’t remember anything about downtown [before that] because I was too small.  After from 1935-40, I remember a lot.  After we moved back from Wickliffe, that’s when my parents went with an automobile to the Central Market and loaded up.  My first memory is recognizing black people and where they came from and had questions for my parents because I had no introduction to the blacks.  I had never seen a black person until we went to the Central Market.  I didn’t know how they got to be black and where they came from.  They were not in Wickliffe or where I lived.  But then as I went into Collinwood then there were some blacks but there was never any animosity as far as I’m concerned. Actually there were pictures in our yearbooks with kids walking down the halls with arms around each other.  They were not troublesome.  They were absorbed into the community.  But Collingwood at that time had a heavy hand.  You didn’t step out of line or you got it.  They were just another ethnic group.

And when I went downtown in the car, that’s when we went to the market.  If I went downtown with my mother on the streetcar, that was a different thing because that’s where you bought underwear and socks and maybe a dress for a special event.  Anything you could carry on the streetcar was bought then. But if you went in the car, you only bought fruits and vegetables; there was no room for anything else.  I think my father didn’t have the heart to go into stores, that was not his thing.

TW:  Did you always have a car?
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 WW:  You know, I think we always did.  That’s why I think we didn’t feel so poor.  We had an automobile, we lived off the land, my mother baked bread...  we were poor but didn’t know it, except if you wanted money then there never was money.  It’s hard to explain.

TW:  Did the people around have cars?

  WW:  No they didn’t have garages, that was something later.  We were always fortunate.  When the older children started dating, if someone had a car they would go with two, three or four couples in a car. 

I do remember I had a few close encounters with streetcars when they turned because they take up so much room.  If you were in a crowd of people and not watching what the streetcars were doing when you were out of the streetcar, you could get hit and a lot of people did.  It took up a lot of room.  

Getting on to the streetcar, you got on and you paid when you got off.  You stood in line in the middle. There was a conductor front and middle of the car.

TW:  Can you remember when there was no longer street cars in the city?

 WW:   That was after 1952, I believe.  That didn’t bother me because I was then in automobiles or  buses when I needed it.

What replaced the streetcars were the buses.  They were more comfortable.  They could get in and out of spots.  They had regular routes it not like they could turn when they wanted to or stop when they wanted to.  Much time if there weren’t many people on the bus, they would stop and let you off at the corner where you wanted.

TW:  Do you think that when buses came into use that more people came into Cleveland?

  WW:  Its past history, we know they grew and from downtown they grew out further and further.  When my dad was like first in this country, he centered around Payne Ave and Superior because the main church that the German-Lutherans came to was East 30th and Prospect.  Then as Cleveland grew eastward, it was East 55th were St. Pauls is and I can give landmarks all the way out.  My mother and father-in-law knew the west side.  I married a west-sider so that was another whole new experience for me.  But back when—going downtown, on streetcars, that’s went we into the stores.  I can tell you if you want.

TW:  Oh yea, what would you go to the stores for?

  WW:  With my mom, it was mostly dry goods, durable goods, clothing.  Things like that.  Always as bait, to be a good girl, my mom treated myself and probably another sibling to a 19 cent, as I remember, we would go into Schulte United and we would have a complete Chinese dinner at a diner type area would you would be at the bars.  You’d watch all your packages, and you would eat the food that was in front of you.  And you would get this, um, a little stem size dish, it wasn’t little it about 6 inches around piled high with rice.  And then there was another covered container that had the chop suey.  And you got your tea or your drink with that for 19 cents, roll and butter too!  [laugh].  

TW:  That was on Euclid right?
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 WW:  Yes

TW:  Were there a lot of similar type restaurants?

  WW:  Many, but if you ate once, you were grateful and you weren’t encouraged--Later as we got more money, we might go into a restaurant but that was few and far between.  And never as a family.  Not our size family.  By the time you got downtown, you wouldn’t be able to pay for the meal and parking and so forth.  But that was dating. 

TW:  Was Schultes just a restaurant?

  WW:  No, it was very similar to maybe the way our K-Marts are today.  You first got in, boy it was just all—place to eat, nice place to eat.  But like, maybe right behind you or maybe the next isle there’s merchandise for sale.  I don’t remember that we bought much clothing there.  But I know my mother was always after a certain cotton petticoat, as they called in those days.  Or undershirts that the women wore and then clothing like that for my dad.  It would be not the—at Schulte it would not be be dressy stuff, not that we bought anyhow, we would go to the department store.  Maybe in the basement or maybe on another floor but the bargain basement was the thing in the other stores.  

TW:  So most of the clothing type shopping you did was probably at the big department stores?

    WW:  Um, hum.  I can name them for you, if you want.  Higbees, and that’s where they had Mr. Jing-a-ling.  Any kid that grew up knew the song.  I don’t remember it now anymore.  They had beautiful, beautiful window designs.  You always wanted to come down before Christmas to see the beautiful decorations and window displays.  And then they know that there was an aware of Sterling-Linder Davis but the only thing that’s planted in my head is that before my mother got married she was a receptionist and worked in/at the hair salon there.  When she got married, I remember [I don’t remember when she got married] but her telling and showing the cards and the gifts and the things because of the people that were there.  And, May Co, at one time, would you believe, that wooden escalators, and they could to be pretty raggedy and clanky.  And you kind of wondered if you were going to step on them.  But I remember those, but then they were replaced with the nice metal, whatever kind of metal it is.  And May Co had beautiful windows and they had the green eagle stamps, which I probably have a book of them at home because I was saving them.  

TW:  What exactly are the green eagle stamps?

  WW:  Well, they were green color and they had the eagle stretched out wings.  And then you would—it would be a $3.00 value and if you only had a half of book--. You get these stamps when you bought merchandise and you would stick them.  That used to be my job to have a neat book.  And depending on when it was time to go downtown, if you had several books that were filled, that would be $3.00 towards merchandise.  You always—in fact you went to a kind of an office or a little stand where they would just hit a button and these tickets would come out, three dollars, three dollars and you’d use that.   I don’t know what happened with the one and a half.  I don’t remember the $1.50 one but I know we’d get $1.50.50, whether they gave it in cash, I don’t know.  But one thing about May Co., that was the other place that we stopped for 
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nourishment.  At the bottom of the escalator on the right hand side, there’s this big—only as you came down so it was there because the other escalator was going up and you’d have to go on the other side.  But there was a malt shop.  And I think, it was for a nickel, you got a big glass of malt, but it was glass, you stood there and you drank it, there was no taking it around and making a mess in the store.  That was a good pick-up, nourishing. I think anyone that went to May Co for anything length to time would get a malt down there.  

TW:  It seems almost like there was a lot of little stores in the big department stores.

    WW:  Not in the big department stores, that was a stand that was run by Mays.

There were no other little stores in Mays.  Anything in those big department stores, usually, to my knowledge or as a kid and as I grew up, that was entirely that store.  But along Euclid Ave there were separate stores.  There’s Fanny Farmer.  My brother always bought my mother Fanny Farmers candies that’s how I remember that so much.  And then Hough, because I worked at Hough later on as a teenager.  I’m aware of it being there, I don’t remember at the time I was a little kid when I went in but I know it was there.  And the other one is the—they call it the Nut House.  It was owned by Morrow, I think.  You would think the peanuts were roasted right on the street because the exhaust came out and was blown over the—you had to go in and buy something if you liked peanuts or nuts.  

TW:  Do you think that was part of the plan?

  WW:  Oh sure. I don’t know if there was another way at that time to get rid of the exhaust but it was almost greasy, smelled wonderful, whether it was warm out or whether it ice cold.  

TW:  Where was that at?

 WW:   That was, right around that corner there—right downtown, right where you would catch the street cars when you all the way downtown.  

  That’s it.  Oh, Baileys had red stamps.  I don’t know what the marker was on that but that’s a vivid memory too.  Baileys had a lot of good sales, I know.  

TW:  Where these stamps like a thing that many stores used like a promotion?

  WW:  Yes.  I can’t—right now I’m drawing a blank.  Oh, I think even after I was married there were books.  There used to be a yellow stamp the Krogers, a grocery store, had.   They were always pushing something just like your gas stations are pushing for your business now.

TW:  So each store may have like a different type of stamp that you would collect?

  WW:  Two or three of them, I think.  Like I said the red and the green.  I don’t know if there was a blue.  The yellow was later, that was a grocery store one.  The big idea though even though you got those stamps in other places, maybe right in the neighborhood where you lived or any place in Cleveland, who redeemed them was May Co.  So they must have had some business deal worked out.  And of course the tickets were hot in your hand and you could spend them while you were down there in place of money.  
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TW:  You mentioned that a lot of people went window shopping along there.  Was there more of an emphasis on shopping back then?  Did they make more of an event out of it?

  WW:  Yeah, you never went downtown with blue jeans.  Or looking scruffy at all.  If you were asked by surprised or you didn’t expect it—let’s go downtown or so and so’s going downtown, do you want to go with—you would have to go home and change clothes and look presentable.   I would say maybe like you were going to church or a step down.  But not like we see people today, going to ball games or that we see people walking around downtown today.  I was surprised what I saw! [chuckle].  

TW:  Do you think that the stores catered to window shoppers more than they do now?

  WW:  No.  If the stores were showing Christmas stuff, for instance, it was for beauty and the pageantry of Christmas.  If there was no holiday, there were pretty expensive things on their mummies.  What do you call them?  Dummies, Manikins, I knew I’d get the right word.  That gave you an idea to look in style or how you could look and to wet your appetite, sure.  I might say too, the store displays at lot of times were almost the story of your life.  Sometimes it would be appliances that would be in there.  And maybe the appliances were going around and around or maybe the people in them.   They started using movement and moving things too back then.  

TW:  Do you recall the Euclid or Colonial Arcade on Euclid?

  WW:  Yes.

TW:  Anything in particular stick out?

  WW:  Mostly it was a pass through, a cut through to other stops we had to make.  I don’t recall that I ever sat down and ate in the arcades.  But I do remember, later, that the large one just being overwhelmed, it was awesome.  

TW:  You mean as far huge crowds?

 WW:  Well, I don’t think I paid attention to the crowds.  I just was caught up in the pageantry and the—to see a building like that so beautiful from the inside.  But the small ones were the busy ones.  To meet someone, sometimes it very hard when you’re connecting up with part of the family after you’ve been loosened up from each other and each one went in their own direction, the meeting place would be the arcade because if you got in there you couldn’t get lost like in a department store.

TW:  How did the stores in the arcade compare with stores along Euclid?

  WW:  There wouldn’t have been the selection, I don’t think unless maybe the larger ones—but not the store fronts.  They were mostly specialty.  One place would have all ladies hats and gloves and purses only.  Another would be a man—hats were a big thing then.  Usually hats would be in a store all by themselves.  There used to be the Stetson and there used to be Richmond Bros. that you went home—there were hat boxes for men in those days can you believe that?  But they were mostly specialty stores.  Like for a man, you might see a pair of shoes, I can’t say for sure, but you would see socks and ties, matching things, haberdashery things to show how to go together.
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TW:  Do you remember any specific stores in there?

  WW:  No.  I can’t truthfully say—.  I think there were bookstores and definitely a jewelry store but if you’re asking for names, no.

TWP  Do you remember any of the restaurants that were in there?

  WW:  Yea, eating has always been a curiosity for me, [laugh]. Yes, because I think that started way back then, when you had two dimes to rub together, you would want to eat out.  It was pretty hard to accumulate enough to go a movie and to eat out so you would eat out because you might be to some event there that was a social event.  We used to go to the public auditorium but we never ate—we got our car out of the parking lot and went home because of some doings over there.  As time went on and as our city progressed after the depression, I forgot, that’s when the flower shows and the home shows used to come in.  That was always at public auditorium that I remember, there was no IX center then or anything.  If you could go to Clarks restaurant and have a cup of coffee and a half of sandwich, wow, you were doing great.  

TW:  Where was Clarks at?

  WW:  There was a place on Euclid.  They had a chain of restaurants.  Stouffers were there.  As far as cafeteria’s—the Blue Boar, Mills.  As time went on too, when teenagers could come down in a group or had an assignment, then we would eat at those places.  

TW:  Do remember any specific place located in the arcade, a restaurant?

  WW:  No, I don’t think we ate there. It was a show and tell place.  You’d walk through just to get an idea of what’s being on the market.  But remember too, that when you went into those places, you would be approached very quickly and sometimes strongly by the sales people.  May I use the expression, twist you arm.  So it was easier to go into a department store, when you pockets didn’t jingle anyway, to do, look, touch and feel—and you really—in an arcade you’d be looking but you wouldn’t be touching and feeling.  You’d have someone right there at your heels to show you things, which was nice if, I guess--.
TW:  Were they crowded?  Were there any store vacancies back then?

  WW:  I don’t remember store vacancies.  

TW:  How would you say they are now compared to then?  The Euclid and Colonial Arcade?
  WW:  Shockingly, rough, shoddy and poor, today.  I don’t want to use any other words. I’m disappointed, it’s too bad.  I kind of feel that the wonderful workmanship that when in—I think you can say that the same things happens in churches—but you take the rich people that built these places, I’m sure they’d roll over in the grave if they say them today.  

TW:  Do you think that many of them would rather the place be demolished?

  WW:  I couldn’t—. My own opinion?  I haven’t put much thought in that.  I wish, it could be fixed up and renovated and people could be proud again.  But I don’t know if everyone feels the same.  I’m aware that the flats-a lot of work went in-other than going down to see the lights, I 
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never frequented the flats, however, I do have a couple of grandkids that went down to dance and have a couple drinks.  And I understand that its not doing well at this point either, I don’t know, I don’t follow it.  

TW:  Do you think that there’s anyway that they would generate some people to come back in--.
WW:  Who would invest?  First you’d have to have the investors, there has to be something to come too.  I don’t know what kind of an organization or who’s maintaining it now.  If you don’t have the clientele to come down—I don’t know what else.  

TW:  Is there anything that would attract you?

  WW:  To come at my age, to come down? No, other than to look or show and tell but not to buy.  What do I have, ten years, five years?  I don’t have much time; you’re speaking to the wrong one.  I go on past, not future.  

TW:  Do you think that you have a more favorable view of Cleveland from you memories compared with how you see it today?

  WW:  Yes.  My memory of Cleveland is much inflated compared to what I see today.  I’m shocked with places being boarded up and looking depressed.  It’s a disappointment.

TW:  Do you think that people tend to remember things than better than how they really were?  Do you think that maybe it wasn’t quite as good as you remember?

  WW:  I think it depends on your own experiences.   I think that my husband and I lived at the best time—that our life was in the best time in this country.  We had a lot before us to remember.  Things were good.  If you wanted to work, if you wanted to go to school, whatever you wanted to do, if you worked toward it, saved toward it, you were able to capture that.  And then you reach a point in age where you not as—you’re probably wealthier than you ever were in your life but you don’t really need it and that’s where you get these people that give to charity and annuities and gift annuities and things.  But when you give to something, you want it to be used properly, not like you’re shoving it in a furnace.  If something can be shown, can be beautiful, can be used to go, yeah, I’m all for that, I think that’s great.  

  I find that—you’re talking a lot about the stores… But in downtown Cleveland, the old stone church, I don’t know if it’s alright to mention that.  

TW:  Sure

WW:  One of things, when my mom,my father didn’t come. He was either working or watching the kids, but I don’t remember too many times when he really watched the kids, so he’d be out working the land or doing  something like that.  But with my mother, we came to the Old Stone Church during lent to hear a Lenten service and hear the beautiful songs and the organ and all that and I’m happy to see that that’s pretty well maintained, the face  of it and the façade and all. And when I think of downtown, I also remember the bridges.  I can remember being shown the bridges that used to lift up.  [loud noise] sorry, I talk with my hands, sorry] the bridges would lift 
up and the boats would go underneath and then it would be lowered.  Drawbridge it what I think 
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they called it.  And then the East 9th pier was kind of in my life because, we had relatives in Detroit and in Buffalo and you could get a boat.  It was almost like an overnight excursion.  I remember I went with my mother to her sister in Detroit-- And also, we had cousins that came from Buffalo.  It’s hard to believe that 9th St pier had people using it for regular transportation back then.  And you also went to Cedar Point on a big boat.  You didn’t drive over there. You went on a pretty nice size ship.  Of course, St John’s cathedral on East 9th has always been a beautiful “ooh and ahh” when you go past that.  I can’t remember when I went in or for what I went in but I know I’ve been there.  And then in my older—you’re only interested in my young days?

TW:  No. go ahead.

WW:  Well, I worked at National City Bank, so I was trained down here, downtown on East 9th.  I used to ask “what happened to the old downtown market?’  And then I finally found out that it was destroyed by fire but I think it’s used as a warehouse even yet from friends that worked there.  A rough place, where most of the food that went to stores, it will come in there first, or did.  

TW:  What was it called?

  WW:  It was called the—Central Market.  That’s were I first discovered black people in my life when I was a kid.  

TW:  So it’s different from the West Side Market?

  WW:  Definitely.

The west side market is a smaller market and you have pick up trucks and smaller trucks selling their wares.  Where at Central Market, you had these huge vans bringing the stuff in from the country.  A lot louder.  The wood pallets of food, dumped from the trucks.

I used to think that if I ever got rich, I would have a meat market at the West Side Market but we gave up on that one.  

Downtown was always crowded when I was a kid.  I’m surprised to get here today and just see a few people with briefcases and instruments and things like that.  I did want to say too, that as long as we were talking about Lutherans, that’s where the first candle—the first church--the Christmas trees with the candles,  that land used to have  Lutheran influence, I’ll put it that way, before the auditorium was built.  That land had the first Lutheran Church and the first Lutheran School.  As poor as the immigrants were, they believed in teaching their children, God first and then each other and how to live in the world.  Back in those days, I can remember my mom sometimes even crying because she went to East 55th, St Pauls, and she remembers some of the pastors and teachers there that worked actually for nothing or what people would give them.  You’d give them a rabbit—domestic rabbit—or a chicken or something because a lot of them didn’t have money or food to put on the plate.  The was a lot of hardship back then.  

TW:  Do you think that religion in Cleveland when you grew up was more of an issue today than it is today with Clevelanders?
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 WW:  I don’t know if you can talk about Clevelander’s per se.  Is religion stronger among Lutherans, I would say no.  Everything is getting watered down unless you get in with group that has had a revival or a good leader to carry on.

TW:  Is there anything else that you would like to say?

  WW:  Well, I was looking for the big clock on the sidewalk; I believed it belonged to Web C Ball.  That’s were Grandpa & I got our wedding bands.

TW:  What was Web C Ball?

  WW:  A jewelry store.  A high classed, well--.  That one and Harold M. Lewis, there’s another one that just popped in my head.   

  And when the cafeteria’s first came in.  That was the beginning of fast food service because people liked to run out and get a cup of coffee or a piece of pie. 

TW:  Where were these cafeterias?

  WW:  All over.  In the stores.  Mills, Blue Boar.  It was like a rash of them that started.  

  I had to be reminded that the Terminal Tower and the rapid station and when that all started.  I don’t remember, obviously.  I think the tower was built shortly after when I was born.  They had these trains, these rapid transit trains, they were run by electricity or by bus, I’m not sure because I didn’t live in Shaker Hts or East Cleveland and that where they went to.  What I do remember, and I’ve been on is when I married a West sider, we got on the transit about at w 150th and you could go downtown that way but now it goes to the airport.  When you’re driving along near the airport you say” Oh, there’s a train—it isn’t a streetcar—it’s a—I wish I knew the real name for them.  Do you know?  I call it the rapid transit because I don’t know.  

TW:  One final question.  Through all the years, you’ve seen what happens in Cleveland.  Do you see a lot of the buildings that you saw as a kid now being torn down?  Like in the 50’s a lot of the mansions were torn down.

  WW:  Well, going back to when I was a kid there’s something I could mention.  The YMCA building, I don’t know if that’s the exact name but it had to do with housing then.  because it was the depression and a lot of medication came in there, medication had to be placed in homes where there a lot a children and I took a lot of cod liver oil.  If anything is fishy, I can’t get it past my nose, because at least once a day we had to take a spoonful of cod liver oil and usually a swig of hot coffee from our mother or fathers cup to wash it down.  That was horrible to take that way.

TW:  Why did you have to?

 WW:  It was provided to us by relatives.  My mother’s sister’s family was in charge of the YMCA.  But besides giving us cod liver oil; they were very nice people, every year that brought us a Christmas Stollen.  You know what that is?

TW:  No.
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WW:  It’s like a German kuchen.  I’m using the work kuchen rather that coffeecake.  It be this big.  They had big ovens and pans.

We never got welfare.  I guess we were too rich for that.  But on occasion we would get something when they had governmental affairs.  Like in Wickliffe, I stood in line and got an orange.  My mother stood with me and when I got the orange, I took it and examined it and my mother said “well, what do you say?’  And I handed back and said “peel it”.  I was supposed to say “thank you”.  That was one that they hung over my head for a long time.

I just remember Cleveland as being something to proud of.  I wish I were as proud today.  I can’t imagine how Mayer Campbell feels loosing the election when I see this great big city.  It isn’t as beautiful as it was.  I’m sure there was a heyday when it looked [I was busy raising five kids].  Probably didn’t get down here and do it service either.  However, we always respected it as our hometown.  Fenn College has been a big part of different ones in my life. Cleveland Clinic, sure sooner or later you end up over there for something.

As far as the cultural things downtown.  There still nice.  There are times when there are certain things that go on that if it doesn’t fit the calendar you don’t get to go.

TW:  Do you think that there’s any chance for Cleveland to return to its heyday?

  WW:  I don’t like what I see today.  I really wish it could be better.  I remember when the flats were going gung ho and during the day having luncheons, my girlfriends were getting together and my husband said NO, he would not let me go.  Right or wrong, I know he was the man of the house and he forbid me to come down.  I supposed if I raised a commotion enough I would have come down but I would have never snuck down by myself.  That’s when I drop dead.  But then I wouldn’t have to answer him.   We kept a tight reign on the family.  As tight as we know how and still be comfortable, put it that way.  

My sister and brother, I know that they come down to see baseball , I don’t because I can’t walk, although I’ve been in Jacobs field.  Even when I could free tickets to see the Browns, years back because Jim Houston, a foot ball player lived there.  Lived by us, went to church near us.  Even when we could get free tickets we didn’t have the time to go.  Grandpa was always working.  

When I was a kid, my uncle who was a detective got us tickets to go to the Ice Capades and to the circuses.  I forgot about that.  

TW:  Where were those held?

  WW:  Usually the auditorium.  You could underneath after the show was on and touch and feel these elephants that were all prettied up.  It smelled like a circus too.  [laugh].

TW:  Ok, well thanks for sharing a lot of information.

  WW:  Maybe too much.

You’re welcome.
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This concludes today’s interview with Wilma Witt.  My name is Tom Witt and today’s date is November 15, 2005.

