Tom Rathburn interview by Bridget Sekuterski at Cleveland State University on November 3, 2005 

Tom Rathburn: It’s kind of funny, I’m one of those people, did you ever hear that old saying I never cared much about history until I was old enough to be part of it. I’m one of those so being asked to do this is kind of funny

Bridget Sekuterski: I’m glad you could do it. Ruth said I had to talk to you.

TR: Ruth is great.

BS: It was nice of her to give me the number. So if you’re ready?

TR: I’m ready.

BS: Like I said were just going to start with some biographical questions and move on  from there. When and where were you born?

TR:  I was born in Cleveland June 13, 1943 at Deconess Hospital down in Old Brooklyn.

BS: Can you describe what it was like growing up there?

TR: I really didn’t grow up there I was just born there. We grew up; my parents had built a house out on Hillside road in Seven Hills, which was really the sticks then. They built the house in 42, 43 and there were six houses between Broadview road and the Independence line which is about four miles. But the family’s roots were all down in Old Brooklyn kinda right around the intersection of Broadview and Pearl. So both my Grandmothers, I say my Grandmothers because my one Grandfather passed away before I was born and the other when I was fairly young. But they all lived within a few blocks of that intersection and two sets of aunts and uncles and cousins lived in that same area so weekends and stuff we would be down there with the rest of the family. So that was part of my upbringing too.

BS:  Do you have a powerful memory of being down there?

TR: Oh Yeah. That was the neat thing and that’s probably why and Have my fond memories of Playhouse Square theaters. We lived out in the sticks but my treat for birthday and Christmas was to come into my one Grandmothers house in Brooklyn and then we would ride the trolley down and you know you go under the high level bridge it still ran on the subway you could look through the tracks and see the river that was pretty cool for a little kid. And we would go to all the toy departments in all the department stores, I think there were five of them then, and we would go to a movie in one of those old theaters and so when I started as a volunteer at playhouse square, well the initial years with Braille and the state didn’t click because that was very unorthodox you entered off of 17th street sorta picked your way through the rubble at the back of the auditorium and the show was in the lobby. But the first time I walked into the grand hall of the palace theater it was like being ten years old again. Brought back a lot of memories.

BS: Where were you educated?

TR: Well lets see I started in Parma schools, Seven Hills went to Parma schools 7th grade I finished 7th grade at Parma Shaft then my dad who worked for Alcoa was transferred to Pittsburgh and so my 8th grade though high school and early college years were in Pittsburgh and that’s where I met my wife we were high school sweethearts. She was a native Pittsburgher. And then Dad got transferred back to Cleveland So by the time I got out of college we were back in Cleveland. We have always been westsiders when they moved back it was back out by Beaura and I started college, lets see I graduated high school in 1960, I started college Ohio northern out in Adda and transferred in the middle of my senior year to Baldwin Wallace and finished my college education at BW and then actually a little bit extra accounting here at Cleveland State.

BS: And that is what your degree is in?

TR: I’m a CPA so I have a Bachelor in accounting with a little extra stuff.

BS: And how do you think that helped you so far in your life?
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TR: I don’t know, makes a nice living, my avocations, oh I do have to tell you I left out one part. After, somewhere along the line well it was when I was still at Ohio Northern I just switched majors, I started in engineering, that wasn’t going to well I switched majors I was walking back from registration and there were some guys I knew kinda hanging out on the sidewalk as I was heading over to pay my fees and one of them said, it was a teacher then he wasn’t alone but he was a teacher and I knew him he said “Tom sign up for theater workshop”, I said “oh no I got 1.2 last quarter I can’t do that”. “Come sign up for workshop you work thirty hours in the shop you get an one hour A.” “Ok I’ll do that.” So I worked tech on seven shows that year and acted in three of them and had the best grades I ever had. And so by the time I actually got my Bachelors in accounting I was on my way to grad school in theater at Bowling Green. So I did a year of grad school in theater at Bowling Green. Oh! I left out another part, do you really want the whole life of Tom Rathburn. When I was, when I transferred to Baldwin Wallace I got active with theater at BW and actually I had been active with Berea summer theater because my now wife was at BW, she went to BW her whole college career, and she was active in theater then, she was actually a music major. But, with some encouragement from Bill Omen, I had applied for and apprenticeship at Music Carnival, summer of 65, So… 

BS: What’s Music Carnival?

TR: So What’s Music Carnival?  OK. Music Carnival was a really wonderful tent theater founded by John L. Price who later actually was the, I can’t remember what his title was manager? <Empresarial>? What ever you want to call it for the Metropolitan Opera Theaters as they came to Cleveland. But John Founded Music Carnival 1950, forgive me if I get it wrong John, 1954 or 1955 it was out on Warrensville Center Road where some of the stables for Thistledown racetrack are right now, it was right next to Thistledown. And that was before you had a whole lot of popular theater that was when tent theaters were pretty common and Music Carnival was unique because it actually had a permanent steel superstructure. It had a wonderful repertory company, best known among those people who like to perform at Music Carnival over the years, John liked to do Operettas and Opera and Beverly Sills before she was the Beverly Sill performed several summers at Music Carnival in various Opera and Operettas performances that John staged. I was there in 1965 which was the last year as a rep company and 1966 Music Carnival became part of a chain of other tent theaters and they went to a star system there would be star performers that would rotate through this circuit of tents and opening our season, that second season, was Harry Belafonte and he was in town it was the opening of his tour for 1966 and so he was in town for an extra week of rehearsals while they got the show set and then performed for a week and then continued on from there. Got along really well with his production stage manager, I was the house light man that summer, so I was running the boards during the show along with some union guys. I was allowed because I was the house employee, I wasn’t in the union, as long as there was a union guy there I could work. I did a lot of the lighting and ran the boards during the shows, so I got to know his stage manager and they asked me if I would go on tour with them at the end of that summer but I had already set up to go to Bowling Green, because I graduated from BW in 66 and I had an assistantship in the theater arts department at Bowling Green and so I felt a contract is a contract so I’ve gotta go to Bowling Green. But the following spring Charlie Coleman, that was Harry’s production stage manager then, called me again and said “ Well how would you like to go on tour with us this summer. So I went from one year of grad school in theater to being Harry Belafonte’s stage manager for a North American Tour, summer of 67. And then probably the highpoint of that, in addition to all the touring, was at the end of the summer we did two weeks of one nighters for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference with Dr. King that was the year before he was assassinated and we played Cleveland in fact that summer. We did like one night on and then travel and then one night on we did that for two weeks kind of hopscotching around the country. Then we got back to New York and I was looking around for a job and that’s not unusual if you’re in show business. But Daddy didn’t raise me to be unemployed so then I came back to Cleveland and got a job as an accountant. But I’ve always had my interest in theater and stayed active in that. So in a very long story that’s kind of how I got where I am and that is kind of my interest in theater and somewhere I got interested in architecture and those two together said boy I really love old theaters, so that’s why I’m active in Playhouse Square.
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BS: So when and how did you become, when you came back to Cleveland, involved in Playhouse Square?

TR: In Playhouse Square? Well there are two phases… You gotta know a little more history of Playhouse Square and you gotta know a show Jacques Brel, alive and well and living in Paris. And this is going to back up to Berea Summer Theater, there are no short stories in Tom Rathburn’s life, I hope that you’re ok with that. Summer of ..well, I don’t know if you want all this background or you have in elsewhere, but  all the theaters closed late 68 early 69 and during 1970 I think sometime Ray Shepherdson who was working for the school board then, was in the theaters looking for a place to hold a teachers meeting. And he feel in love with them, as far as Playhouse Square is concerned Ray would be a great guy to interview I don’t know if your doing that or not. And he just decided that somebody had to save those theaters and it was going to be him. He kind of started a grassroots movement at first; he did a limited number of one-night concerts. The first one was November, somewhere in the middle of 1971 and it was the Budapest Symphony on the stage of the Allen Theater. And actually got 2,600 to come downtown in the middle of a snowstorm, which is pretty amazing cause nobody stayed downtown in Cleveland in the 70s, but he was doing the one nighter things for a couple of years. On a parallel time track in the summer of 1972 Berea Summer Theater did Jacques Brel alive and well and living in Paris. Jacques Brel was an Belgian poet and folksinger, and your know we’re talking back in the time of hippies and free love and poetry was cool and beatniks all of that kind of stuff, not the Beatles the beatniks, coffeehouses, poetry reading all that kind of stuff. So the musical the show was a musical of Brel’s songs and Brel’s poetry set to other peoples music it was running off Broadway at that time and Berea Summer Theater got rights to it and they produced it during their summer season of 72. Joe Gary was a BW grad but at that time a Cleveland State professor of theater, now <Ameridis>, was the director. David Gooding, who is internationally known as a music director but is here as a Clevelander, was the music director for it. The people in the show were Cliff <Bemus> a providence Hollander, Theresa <Pittio> who is one of Joe’ s Cleveland State Students and David <O’Frasier> who is well known at Cleveland Playhouse and elsewhere. So they did that at Berea Summer Theater for a few weeks, it was a big hit, they revived it later that season and later that fall Joe staged it down here at the Factory Theater which I don’t know if you remember, its probably long gone, now you have a real theater. There was an old factory building where they had a theater and Ray Sheperdson saw it there and legend has it that Ray and Joe met and Ray said I would like to do this show at my cabaret at Playhouse Square to which Joe said I didn’t know you had a cabaret and Ray said well I will.  And the I will became the cast, crew, and volunteers literally shoveling out the lobby of the State Theater and producing Brel, I think it started April of 73 or August of 73 one of those A months, I think it must have been in the fall probably August of 73. And the idea was were going to try this show out for I think it was three weeks and see if anybody shows up. Because at that time they had done these one nighters, that hadn’t done anything sustained. People would come downtown to work, they would get in there cars, they would go home. There was no nightlife downtown, there was not entertainment, there was no theater district. So try it out for three weeks and see if anybody comes, they came for three weeks they came for three months, they came for two and a half years. So it became the show that saved the theaters, it ran for about 520 performances. Now you started by asking me how did I get involved in Playhouse Square well that’s because my wife and I were both active in Berea Summer Theater and everyone that was in that show were dear friends of our and we came down to that show, I think, I think we saw it eight times over the period of two and a half years. But we then got interested in volunteering at Playhouse Square as other things happened. Because while Brel was running we started doing other shows in the  Place Theater lobby and in some of the auditoriums, never on the stages because the stages were not safe. So we both started volunteering somewhere there in the mid 70s.  So we did that until my career took me out to, well I had my first mid-life crisis and left my accounting firm and went into retail with some friends out in Beechwood, and that made it impossible to keep volunteering because well retail is like twelve to fourteen hours a day and then after that I got back into accounting for a few years and then started working for the old Ameritrust company, I work at Key Bank now and Ameritrust was one of the predecessors to Key. So I was back downtown and went to actually a reception, a Baldwin Wallace reception, they have a reception for faculty and staff every fall and in the fall of 88, which was, after the Palace Theater restoration was completed they had it in the Palace Theater. There was a fellow there named Bob <Fayhe> who was doing tours as we often do during events, and I went on a tour with Bob and said I could do that that’s fun and so I became a tour guide and the rest is history.
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BS: How many tour guides are currently working at the theaters?

TR: We have about fifteen active tour guides right now, which is just a small section of the near two thousand volunteers that we have. That’s one of the neat things about being a volunteer at Playhouse Square you have a minimum commitment of ushering for a show once a week, or being available once a week, but then there is all kinds of other things. There’s tour guides and working up in the office and there’s a small crew of us who have named themselves the bright spots who get to do the dirty work like cleaning the chandeliers or painting a hallway someplace or something like that and we have a lot of fun.

BS: What do you think makes a good tour guide?

TR: Well you don’t want people who talk too much, like I do, or they’ll never get done. No, they need to have an interest in the theaters, that’s first and foremost. I think everyone of us feels possessive about the Playhouse Square Theaters. When I’m done with a tour you know I say thank you for coming to see my theaters, because we all feel that way. You gotta have a love for people and interacting with people and enjoy sharing what you learned with other people, it’s not unlike being a teacher we want to share the knowledge that we’ve worked to learn. Get other people interested, get them excited, get them to appreciate what has gone before over the last seventy-five, eighty years. So those things kind of help, a loud voice helps too.

BS: Do you have a favorite Theater?
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TR: It’s a tie between the Palace and the Allen. For my money the Palace is by far the most beautiful space, but the Allen has a special spot because the volunteers were very much involved in the restoration of the Allen. When they decided that they were going to do Forever Plaid in the unrestored Allen Theater space it was a volunteer project to shovel out, I think there were you know those big truck size dumpsters, what are they twenty cubic yard dumpsters, we filled forty of those. There had been restaurants in there, this is while the theater was closed, there had been three restaurants in there and they had built a concrete block kitchen along the back of the auditorium that had to be demolished. There had been a thing called laserium , which was a big Styrofoam dome with a laser show inside and there was all kinds of debris left from that and just fallen plaster and everything else and we helped clean it out and for Forever Plaid they built a temporary stage on scaffolding and they built wooden platforms for seating for about three hundred people and then the volunteers painted all of that, we draped all of that. We set up the chairs and everything and when it came time to actually begin demolition of the old theater, of the old stage, once we had bought the theater and were starting to restore it, it was the volunteers that cleaned out all that temporary stuff. So that has the deepest affection. The other neat thing about that, which I guess only a volunteer would appreciate, was the night before they had the big opening gala, which was October 3rd 1998 they had the contractors preview and the foundation invited all of us volunteers to come down to the contractors preview… Oh that’s fine I just get a little emotional at times…ok.
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BS:  When you were little you said that you came downtown on your Birthday and Christmas to see movies; did you see any movies at the Allen Theater?

TR: I don’t really remember, the only one that I remember is the Palace, and just because,  and I remember the lobby not the theater and I could never tell you what movies I’d seen, but that lobby left a real impression. Maybe that’s why that’s my favorite too, I don’t know.

BS: Can you describe the training process for tour guides?

TR: For tour guides?  It’s much more formal now thanks to my dear friend Bob Callister who has since moved to Florida. When I learned to be a tour guide it was strictly, kind of what we’re doing now oral history, you just followed other tour guides and listened and took notes until you learned which made for some interesting variations in history actually. Bob took it upon himself in the mid 90s to actually write a tour guides guidebook. It’s a wonderful piece of work, I could never do that, Bob did a fantastic job on it, we’ve updated it once since then. So the training program is that we have a training text based on the guidebook and either myself or Louise <Hanold>, who is a retired teacher work with new volunteers to kind of orient them. We spend a couple of hours on orientation as to what the whole tour guide program is about, introduce them to the text, we have them follow a few of the better tour guides, I shouldn’t say the better tour guides cause everyone will wonder, well who it that Tom, if they ever hear this. But we have them follow for a few months and we only get together once a month. We do free public tours the first full weekend of each month, so the training process takes about six months because you’re only there a couple of days at a time. And we kind of go through things with them and then we have them start working on what they think their script, or their notes, or their presentation is going to be because everybody has their favorite things, if you went on a tour with me you would hear about some things, if you went on a tour with Louise you would hear about some other things and so fourth, there is too many stories to tell them all. And so once they start developing their own script then we start working with them, ok your going to lead me on a tour now and we’ll go through one theater. And we will critic what they have and help them fill in the gaps and after about four or five repetitions of that  their ready to start helping somebody on a tour and then after couple of times then they can take their own.

BS:  What theaters, do you show all the theaters on a tour, how long is a tour?

TR: The tours the regular public tours right now, the regular public tours and the bulk of the private tours consist of the four contiguous theaters, so The Allen, The Palace, The Ohio, and The State. Of course Playhouse Square also runs the Hanna Theater and the 14th Street Theater across the way, but logistically that just doesn’t work, as it is if we have say two stages available the regular tour is going to take about two and a half hours because we will spend quite a bit of time back stage telling history and telling what else is the foundation about and that sort of thing. So the regular tour is about two and a half hours and to add in The Hanna you’re going to add about ten minutes travel time to get people across the street and ten minutes back and most people don’t have that kind of endurance. Occasionally, for special events, we’ll tour the other spaces. Or like just recently we had the IDEA center gala back in September, so we were doing tours of the IDEA center to introduce it to the public so.
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BS: What’s the IDEA center?

TR: Gee Bridget, see on here, see where it says for IDEA Stream that’s the home for IDEA Stream it’s the former one Playhouse Square building. It’s really exciting, I’m teasing you.  Actually it’s good people should ask that because they should find out about it. That building formerly the one Playhouse Square building, 1375 Euclid was actually donated to the foundation, it could be as much as ten years ago because it was somewhere beyond B grade space it was an old building and it would cost more than what commercial rental was worth to the owners at the time to bring it up to where they could release any of the space. About the only steady tenant in there was the In Town Club who is still a tenant. So it was donated to us and we sort of sat on it for a while without any great ideas, boy you know I’m not the one to tell this story, but somewhere along the line our education department has expanded, and expanded, and expanded, they have been in existence for about five of six years. Colleen Porter is the director of Education and they have just developed terrific programming, yes it is on one hand the student matinees for Great Lakes or whatever, but far more important then that it is introducing students to the arts through classes and other opportunities. And more important then that, providing arts education and arts exposure to teachers and by that I mean how to use arts in the classroom. Our Fair on the Square events where we have about one hundred and twenty arts presenters and four or five thousand teachers that come down for a day to meet these presenters and learn how to use arts in the classroom. So the education department has expanded enormously and of course IDEA Steam WVIZ, WCPN has always had always had an education mission as part of their public TV public radio mission and those two stations combined I think in 2001 into IDEA Stream, but they were in separate facilities, didn’t have a lot of interaction, except at the upper management level. And somehow the conversation got started, and I don’t know how, others could tell you, the education department was getting tired of doing all of their presentations in the lobbies of the theaters cause that made scheduling difficult. IDEA Stream needed new state of the art facilities if they’re going to remain viable as public broadcasting and the initial conversation was to get IDEA Stream to move into a couple of floors in that building and the education department would take one or two floors in that building and then they started talking about their needs and they started realizing that their needs overlapped and so they have partnered into the lower level, the street level, and part of the second floor in that building. We have completely renovated the building really gutted it down to its bones. The first floor that is Euclid Avenue level now is public studios, if you walk down the street on the west side of the building is a broadcast studio, on the east side of the building is a dance studio and then we built new structure into the old freight docks and air court of the building about a three hundred seat black box theater that can serve as both TV studio and theater and then there is other radio studios and so fourth and then at the lower level that goes out to Dodge Court at the back of the building Playhouse Square education department has arts classrooms there and what we call the peanut butter and jelly room, pb and j room, so when there’s groups of kids or teachers for that matter there’s a small deli down there and there’s a place to eat easily cleaned up and then there is a technology classroom with probably thirty or forty computers in it that can be used for teaching teachers how to use technology in the classroom or just teaching them basic Microsoft Word, Excel, that kind of thing, or all of those spaces are also wired for distance learning so there is cameras in all of those and everything in that building can be hooked into anyone of the broadcast control rooms so they can originate programming from anywhere in the building, so it’s unique and it’s exciting and it’s a terrific addition to Playhouse Square in general and provides opportunity for, among other things, by the time that building is fully leased, about four hundred and fifty jobs in the Playhouse Square district. Much of it is already leased, you got the first three floors with Playhouse Square and IDEA Stream, the top two floors are occupied by URS Corporation who are architects and construction consultants who were responsible for, I believe, the exterior structure and renovation of the building, and they moved, the consolidated all of their nearby operations into a new headquarters top two floors, so there is about two and a half floors to lease. All kinds of new people, and those broadcast facilities will also be eventually wired into the theaters, so the theaters can eventually be use to originate programming for public broadcasting, so its cool.

BS: Just to bring you back to what you were talking about before, you said that every tour guide will tell you different things, what’s your favorite story?

TR: I always tell the Brel story, that I told you because that’s part of my life and particularly if I have an older group that would have had the same experience I tell them about my ride on the trolley car with my Grandmother. Those are the two that are special to me. There is a lot of stuff that you always want to hit, we have kind of a base line, you know these are the facts that you want to share with a tour group. I have special little things that I like to point out there is some fun things about the stage house on the Allen theater and the way it was built because that was unique. That whole shell is actually precast concrete panels, when you’re inside on the stage you can see where the joints are and how they fasten on to each other, you know the other thing I always do on a tour, have you ever been back stage?  You know when scenery flies in and out when you watch a show, do you have any idea how it does that? Well that’s what I show people because most people are like you they haven’t been on stage they don’t know how it flies in and out. So I show them the fly system, the fly rail system and how the counter weighs are loaded on so that everything balances, how high the stage is and things like that, so that’s something that I always do on a tour also.
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BS: Are there any stories that you might not want to share with a group, depending on who is in the group that you might want to share with us, any folklore or controversies? 

TR: No, not really, not within the tour program. You can always get gossip from someone if you want but that’s not what we’re about and that’s certainly not what I’m about. No you know my own feeling about Playhouse Square and Playhouse Square Foundation are that I’m tremendously proud of it. They have just… starting from the volunteer routes, and I guess that’s part of it too volunteers have always been at the route of Playhouse Square going back to the earliest years and they are still a part or the program, so you got that affection for it in the first place and much of the full time staff is the same way. You would be surprised about how many people who are full time paid staff are also volunteers. So I got no dirty laundry that I know about. No, I don’t

BS: Do you have a favorite or unique performance that you have seen over the years?

TR:  Oh gosh…probably Brel of course because of its place in history and what it meant to so many of us. Phantom of the Opera because it’s a great show and because the last two times, three times, at least the last two times that it has been in town Christine has been played by Rebecca Pitcher who is a Berea native and Baldwin Wallace graduate, she graduated with my daughter in, I’m going to say 1991 and has played Christine on tour for about eight years and actually she’s back in New York doing Christine, doing the alternate Christine, so that she’s got some time for other things. But quite proud of Becky because she’s done a fantastic job with it, so Phantom’s got a special spot. Those are the ones that stand out.

BS: Do you have any famous people stories?

TR: Not from Playhouse Square, about my only famous people story was that I once worked for Harry Belafonte which that’s pretty good. But there is a couple we tell on tours, well some of them do, but again my selectivity I usually don’t tell any performer stories. There’s one that’s got nothing to do with performance, but in the early years when the restoration was kind of on going in the State Theater, Mary Travers of Peter, Paul and Mary, painted a couple of the little figures on the ceiling, kind of near the men’s room on the mezzanine of the State Theater, that’s kind of a popular people story. But no weird performer stories, no.
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BS: The theater themselves have been through times that they almost did not survive, like you said in the 70s, in your opinion what about the theaters themselves and the district inspired people to save them?

TR: Good question, I don’t think that Ray Sherperdson could answer that question either. There beautiful, they were, maybe there were enough people my age and older when somebody turn the light on, those theaters had been part of happy times, I can’t explain it. We’re just really lucky that it worked.

BS: Is there anything that I did not ask you about that you would like to tell me?

TR: God, haven’t I rattled on enough Bridget.

BS: Anything you would like to say we would like to hear?

TR: I don’t think I’m telling you anything that, this isn’t historic, but just in terms of the importance of Playhouse Square Center and what has been accomplished there is just,  the economic impact on Cleveland and the district and how much more there is to it than just the theaters. There are the theaters that’s the obvious upfront thing, now there’s the IDEA center that’s another obvious upfront thing, but the Foundation and its subsidiaries now own and operate the Hanna Building and have renovated a lot of it and its leased up beyond eighty percent which is extraordinary compared to what it was when they acquired it. They own the Buckley Building, they have a partnership interest in the Wyndham Hotel the helped promote and develop that if I remember right they have a ground lease under the Renaissance building and helped promote that. So they kind of help influence everything that happens around the Playhouse Square district. What’s going to be exciting I hope, if the economy doesn’t kill us all, is to see what happens over the next five years because there really is a plan I think they’re working on for long-range development in the district. Get more retail, gets some actual market rate housing in our end of town. And there is some already, you know if you go down Huron, a number of those buildings have be redeveloped into housing, and Statler Arms is just beautiful apartments there which is more or less in the district. But there’s that vacant land just east of the Hanna building that the Foundation now owns and someday there will be something new on there and it will most likely be housing. I know one idea that has been kicked around is to work with Cleveland State and part of it would be student housing and part of it would be market rate housing. That would get a lot of people in the district and so there is a lot more to it than the theaters. The other thing about the Foundation and its theater operations that most people don’t know is that they share what they have learned over the last thirty-five years. The directors like John Hemsaf who is director of theater operations has gone out a number of times to consult with other historic performing art centers on restoration and operation. I’m sure our programming, our <Gena>, the director of Programming has consulted with other people on programming, so we’ve shared what we’ve learned over thirty years. One of the most inspiring things was about, let’s see was it 2000, I think it was 2000 and the League of Historic Theaters had their annual convention here in Cleveland and of course we tour guides helped them with tours and stuff and to hear how many of those people basically said that Playhouse Square was kind of the holy grail of performing art centers especially historic performing art centers. We’ve survived, we’ve thrived, and were doing it better than anyone else and so they really look to us for leadership. It’s just kind of exciting.
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BS: Is their anyone else you think we should talk to?

TR: About Playhouse Square? Well gosh, well John Hemshaf  knows everything and would probably contradict half of what I said if I screwed it up. To talk to Ray Sheperdson, I can’t remember if Ray’s in town or not see Ray came back to town in 1997 and began restoring the Hanna Theater and operated it as a cabaret for a couple of years, but it was not a successful operation. Ray, the interesting thing about Ray is that he had no background in any of this stuff and out of necessity learned about theaters, theater operations, and theater restorations. By the time we had restored the State Theater in 1984, I can’t remember when management changed but things got to a size where it needed professional management and Ray was the entrepreneur and the inspirational guy that really kicked it off and got people to buy into it, but then they brought in, I can’t think was it Larry <Wilker> then, because Larry was the president for a long time he came out of the Disney operation and brought that kind of discipline with him and that’s when the red coats were created and so fourth. But Ray went on to a career of restoring theaters so Ray has restored I think over thirty-five theaters around the country and so that’s his career not, so I don’t know if he is still in town or traveling, he’s at the very beginning. Joe Gary for more insight on how Brel came to be and what it meant. Joe of course is an <ameritis> professor of Cleveland State here. Those are two that come to mind right away that would really know some of the early stuff.

BS: Just to backtrack I believe you said your wife volunteered, does she still?

TR:  She doesn’t anymore, she did in the early years, I believe at that time she was working part-time or she was home with our kids, but by the time I came back to it she was working full-time. She works in the college relations’ office at Baldwin Wallace and has still been active in theater, not lately but up to a few years ago.

BS: Do you have any questions?

EYW (Facilitator): I was just wondering how you felt about the Euclid Corridor Project?

TR: I don’t know, and as an RTA rider it sure has been a pain in the butt, they tore up every street in town. I don’t know, I just don’t know if its going to enhance, it probably won’t make a whole lot of difference to the performance side of things, it may help a lot to enhance the daytime activity and the everyday life activity in the Playhouse Square district. I mean that would be a really nice way for people to decide I want to live in the district and I could easily commute to my job as a doctor at Cleveland Clinic, by hopping on this bus, or my job as a lawyer down in Tower City, or maybe even out to the west side. I can see it enhancing that part of life.  I don’t feature that a whole lot of theatergoers are going to ride the bus. Although more people living downtown might enhance that experience too. I think that it will be a plus in just the way it will improve the looks of Euclid Avenue if we can only get someone into all those empty store fronts along the bus line. Maybe it will work, I don’t know.

EYW: Are there any performances that you’re really looking forward to?

TR: Well Little Shop of Horrors starts next week that will be fun, that’s probably the nearest one, I’m trying to think what else, well Wicked is coming next summer, that will be a first, that will be the first national tour of Wicked and I heard enough about that to, that that will be a fun show. I won’t tell you about the ones that I don’t care about that wouldn’t be nice.

BS: Well thank you so much, that was great.

TR: Well thank you for listening, see I do that to people for two and half hours on a tour.
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BS: This is Bridget Sekuterski interviewing Tom Rathburn on November 3, 2005 at Cleveland State University.

