Tom Einhouse interviewed by Bridget Sekuterski at Cleveland State University on November17, 2005

Bridget Sekuterski: When and where were you born?

Tom Einhouse: I was born in Lakewood, Ohio in 1958, May 8th 1958.

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

TE: Yeah, it was I think a lot simpler than what kids are growing up with now. But we were a big family in a small house, and spent a lot of time running around and playing in the neighborhood and running over to what we called Andrews park and playing over there and it was kind of weird because we had all the retail up on Detroit Avenue that as kids we went up and kind of hung around that and I notice that my kids don’t do that at all, they’re no where near that. But very comfortable, very nice, always felt safe.

BS: How many brothers and sisters do you have?

TE: I’m the youngest of six; I have four sisters and a brother.

BS: Do they all still live in Lakewood?

TE: No, no one, It’s just me.

BS: Do you have any powerful memories of your childhood in Lakewood that you would like to share?

TE: The things that always kind of stuck with me growing up were the, I remember around the holidays they would have a big bonfire down at Lakewood park when they would burn all the Christmas trees, which I always thought was an interesting thing, they clearly don’t do that anymore. And then I always just thought Lakewood did a good job at the events like the Fourth of July, the goofy little parades and stuff, in fact that stuff goes right by our neighborhood, right by our street now and it’s like a big neighborhood party, so that kind of stuff was always good.

BS: Where were you educated?

TE: Well I started off at ST. Luke’s in Lakewood and then I went to public school in seventh grade, graduated for Lakewood high and then went to Baldwin Wallace and graduated from there.

BS: What did you get a degree in?

TE: Business, yeah a real complicated degree.

BS: Do you think your degree has helped you?

TE: Yeah, probably to the degree that it was eye opening and it gave you a sense of what was going on in the business world, I don’t know if it directly relates to what I do for a living, but I’m sure it helped.

BS: What is it that you do now?

TE: Basically manage and develop real estate for Playhouse Square Foundation, and in addition, besides the theaters where I really kind of developed most of my career we own three office building and we also manage the Cleveland theater district, which I directly manage and also directly manage the office properties and develop them, so lots of investments and leasing, so..

BS: So what is a typical day for you?

TE: A typical day is heavily segmented between meeting, trying to return phone calls, trying to return e-mails, attempting to review deals, attempting to.. everything is an attempt, working through project budgets and managing issues that come up within projects.

BS: How and when did you become involved in Playhouse Square?

TE: Oh I became involved in Playhouse Square in 1980, and actually I was working for Balkin Productions as a production assistant, just kind of slapping things around back stage and we started doing some productions at Playhouse Square and fell in love with the place and got to know the people there and ultimately just took a job working in the buildings. We did a little of everything, set up the bars and set up the rooms, cleaned them you name it, we had a very small staff and everybody did everything.

BS: Do you go from doing that to doing what you’re doing now, or were there steps involved?

TE:  Well, ultimately we became more organized as we established the Foundation and I became in charge of facilities. Ultimately I became the director of facilities and construction. Now I’m the Vice President of the management company.

BS: Do you have any memories of Playhouse Square as a Child or growing up that caused you to become involved in it?
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TE: Actually my first memory of Playhouse Square was after the Ohio Theater had a fire that destroyed the lobby and heavily damaged the auditorium. Lowe’s corporation painted everything red, put a drop ceiling, knocked down the ornamental ceiling and all the ornamental finishes in the lobby and put down white linoleum, painted it red and reopened it as Lowe’s Christmas present to Cleveland.  And they opened it with Mary Poppins and I remember my sister taking me to see that and I had to have been six years old, so that was kind of my first memory. And then it pretty much went down very quickly from there, so my next recollection of Playhouse Square is when I started going down there in high school, seeing Jacques Brel, and that was during the time when people were trying to spark interest, early 70s. 

BS: I think they had rock concerts, down there. The Eagles and Miles Davies played at the Allen Theater.

TE: Yeah, right, right.

BS: What role did you play in the restoration of the Allen Theater?

TE:  I was the project director, so I oversaw the whole project through its design, implementation, through its completion. 

BS: Can you describe what the theater looked like when you walked in?

TE:  Yeah, I remember, before we had control of the theater walking in there at certain times through out the years, because I don’t think we got control of the theater until the late 90s and in the interim it was a restaurant and other things. So I would go in there and obviously it was a beautiful place, it was compelling, it was really interesting, but we also saw it deteriorate pretty badly over that ten to fifteen year period. Once we got our hands on the theater it was pretty bad.  It had been left to substantial decay and we…really, we r knew we could bring it back, but it was going to be a major undertaking because the place was so far gone.

BS: Can you describe what you did on a day-to-day basis in the restoration of the Allen Theater?

TE:  Well my specific role was, it’s a role often referred to as owners’ representative. So as the owner’ s representative, pretty much responsible for making sure that, one everybody, dealing with the project managers from the contractors, the project managers from the architect, making sure, working with them, that everything is tracking as it should. And inevitably there are twists and turns that come up daily and many times in a day. And it’s working through those variations in the plan, things that you didn’t anticipate things that you wanted to do and now you have new information and you want to do it differently and so you start to modify plans. So it was making sure that they were getting the information that they needed from us as owners and making sure that they were following through with what we wanted as owners. And so we were really supporting each other.

BS: How long did the restoration take?

TE:  It took thirteen months.

BS: Who was involved with the restoration, companies, contractors, volunteers?

TE: Initially it started out grassroots, when we first acquired the theater there was just tons of junk in there that needed to be hauled out, so we worked with a lot of volunteer efforts the red coats put in an effort, the Playhouse Square partners put in an effort. So all those various groups came through and did their thing, helped out a lot to kind of get things cleaned out and stabilized. Then we started working with, first we kind of worked with a mechanical contractor that came in and put heat in the place, there was no heat and we wanted to do shows so a company named <Breward Garret> came in, put heat in. Next thing, after we kind of figured out what we wanted it to be when we grow up, which is what it is today, we engaged an architecture firm, at the time it was called GSI and we worked with GSI and developed a scheme for what it was going to be, ultimately. And then we worked with Turner Construction and Turner helped us create project budgets and ultimately we awarded the contract to Turner to build it and worked very closely with them to get it done.
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BS: Was Evergreene…?

TE: Evergreen Studios, yeah actually that was an interesting little story in the development of the interior. There’s a couple of folks Patty and David <Hanavan> out of Toronto and the Allen Brothers were from Toronto, their from Canada and they had built a number of theaters throughout Canada and the Allen Theater in Cleveland was one of two Cleveland properties that these guys developed one was the Allen Theater, the other was the Capital Theater on 65th and Detroit. I was talking to Patty and David about this at a conference and Patty and David own a painting restoration company in Canada and they said, “ o my God we know this architect” and shame on me it’s just escaping, I’m not thinking of the architect’s name off hand. But they said we’ve seen this architect’s work and we know that the architect had one vision the designers never got his vision right so let us come in and look at what you have there and a lot of things have been painted out gray. And ultimately what they pointed out to us was the interior was designed after the… Villa Madama?  I’m getting my architecture screwed up, there’s a famous piece of architecture and I have to go back to my archives and look this up, but it was patterned after that and the interior finishes didn’t match that style, so the <Hannavan’s> said let us take this to what the architect probably really wanted when he built it. So we then, they were not going to do the job, they were just going to help design the finishes. We ultimately ended up working with Jeff Greene from Evergreene Studios out of New York. Jeff was capable of doing the job without their input, but they were there and everybody got along fine. But Evergreene Studios brought in, they brought it several artists to lead the job and then those artists did all the murals and pictorials and then they trained and also worked with skilled laborers from Cleveland that worked for Dependable Painting Company, so working with them and they kind of left the decorators off to do their thing in the gilding and the glazing and all that stuff. And the Evergreene folks just made sure, they were guiding how the colors went into place and how the murals were being restored, ect. The other good thing about that to was that the architect at our request and they did so graciously did a hands off on those finishes and let the painting contractors make those decisions. Very different from just calling up a painter and saying what do you want to do here? Cause you wouldn’t normally not do that they’re a different kind of an animal.

BS: Is their anyone in particular involved in the restoration that you would like to tell us about contractor, volunteer?

TE:  Well I think you brought up Jeff Greene and David and Maria <Souter> were his artists and really and interesting couple and they’re very artsy people but also very good people and you can just see their personality in the work and they were very special people. There were a lot of really special people on that job though, that was one of the great things, for so many of the trades people working on that job and we found this in general in working on the restoration of the theaters, it’s not just another construction project, I mean this is really a unique piece and these guys really felt fortunate to be involved. So pretty much across the board, had a pretty good vibe with everybody working there. Obviously the finishes that you see and the part that makes it so opulent is the part that everybody feels is the coolest part and I guess that’s why that sticks.
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BS: What original aspects of the Theater were you able to maintain? Is there anything special that you went in really wanting to keep? 

TE: Well interestingly a lot of the murals and pictorials and kind of the designs and the paint work had been, a lot of them had been painted over, and there was a sense that that might be lost and we found that when that stuff was painted over they painted it over while it was very dirty so a lot of that paint brushed off, flaked off so we were able to find a lot of original elements still under there. Now everything was ultimately retouched and cleaned up and had a lot of paint added to it, but the ability to retain that stuff and save that stuff, which was so unique to that theater as opposed to the other theaters cause the other theaters are really, and it’s not at all to slight the other theaters, it’s just a different approach, most of that, most of the designs in the other building was done with ornamental plaster and other ornamental finishes and in this theater there were a lot of flat surfaces that had paintings on them, so it’s a very different thing to be able to recreate that, to pull that out as it was originally, it was really special.

BS: Do you have a favorite element in the Theater?

TE: My favorite element in the Theater is on the mezzanine in the lobby there at one time was an oval in the floor of the lobby mezzanine that looked down over the seating at the rear of the auditorium. And for a couple of reason, one of them was modern codes require fire isolation between the lobby and the auditorium, plus for acoustic reasons we needed to close that oval in and turn it into floor in the mezzanine, ceiling in the auditorium obviously and at any rate what we did, we were allowed to get really up close to a beautiful oval ceiling, so its on the mezzanine, it’s now a bar lobby and for me it’s one of the most terrific places to go and have a drink when we’re down there.

BS: Is there anything you lost during the restoration that you wanted to keep?

TE: Besides my mind? I don’t know if there was anything we lost, but there are a few things that we probably would have liked to pay attention to and gone into greater detail with. For instance in the auditorium there’s windows that are false windows and we had this vision of being able to light the one side with sunrise and the other side kind of making it look like a morning sky and as the show would progress the sun would set on the other side, technologically we couldn’t support that, financially we couldn’t support the technology rather so that was the kind of stuff that we didn’t lose, we just didn’t get to do.

BS: What research was done to ensure that the Theater maintained as much of its original character as possible?

TE: That would go back to what I was saying before about Patty and David <Hanavan> and their research on that particular architect’s work throughout the state of Canada, I mean the country of Canada.

BS: Can you describe what the restoration process was like?

TE: Well it’s an interesting progression, like I said from the time we started, physically started the work until it ended, forget about the design period which probably is a year. That thirteen months things changed dramatically because the first phase and the first several months are all about demolition. Going in there and just cutting out all the old infrastructure, the wiring, the plumbing, all the stuff that doesn’t work so it’s cold, dirty, messy. And then gradually things start to take shape, like the new stage house that we built starts to take shape and you start to see the steel going in and you start to get the sense of, this is what this place is going to be, and as you go through that different trades come in too, so you’re meeting new people.  And on that job in particular really developed a closeness with everybody working on the job, cause you’d walk though the job and get to talk to these people and they would get to know you and they’re very excited about what they’re doing and they want to show you and you know hopefully you have the time to listen to what they, want to show you. And as the job went on and things started taking shape we started, we would fly around the country and see stuff being made and it was going to come in and make sure it matched what the intent was. That was kind of what the process was like and then as you kind of get closer to the end you start getting calls from people saying what about this color, what about that color, we have a new scheme of the curtains because the curtains came in to expensive, that’s another thing that came up a lot, comes up a lot in all of these projects, is that you plan to do something and then it comes back and you realize that is was much more expensive then you intended for it to be. Well you have to start looking at alternatives and that takes time and so that’s also, it’s not just walking around the on the job, so much time is spent in the office, in the architect’s office, traveling with the contractors to see things, so it’s a …it was exciting.
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BS: When something came back to expensive, who made the decision to change it? Was that you or the board?

TE: Well, we worked pretty directly as staff, and our director of operations John <Hemshaft> he was overseeing how the place was going to work and function as a stage. And Bob <Rodi> was also out technical director, these guys were working to make sure that functionally they were getting what they need and my job was to make sure that what they told the architects and the contractors is what ended up there. Reiterate your question?

BS: When something came in over budget…?

TE: Oh, right so what we would do then, it would be John, Bob, myself if it was a minor adjustment we would pretty much make the decision and move on it, but if it became something that was going to materially affect the outcome then we would sit down and come up with some scenarios and go and meet with out president Art <Falco> and talk though the options and then everything was kind of based on a business decision. And a good case in point was the seat backs, at one point we had to shave $400,000 off the project, well when you shave $400,000 off the project it’s not one thing, you know it might be twenty things. One of the decisions was to use metal backs for the seats or wooden backs, well using wooden backs would have added $50,000, so a decision was made to use metal backs, so that’s the kind of trade offs. We thought, in that decision we talked to the acoustician who develops and designs all the acoustics in the room makes sure the sound works well in the room. We asked the acoustician if that would make a difference and the acoustician felt that it would not. So that was one decision off the table. Aesthetically I talked to the designers as said aesthetically do you think having these metal backs and our options for painting them will impact our outcome as opposed to wood, no as a matter of fact we have an idea for a color on those backs that we could not do with wood, so that’s a preference so you start adding all that up and then you find out, I found a bunch of metal back seats that were available, that were refurbished seats from the 40s, so that was another thing a terrific old seat that was going to be renovated. So you start adding up and those were all the decision factors, I mean the bottom line for us is, is it going to impact out ability to put somebody in that seat? If the answer is no then were probably going to do it. Is it going to make someone want to buy a seat because we did that? And then you start to weigh what are the future benefits of that.

BS: Where did the seats come from, do you know?

TE: No, there is a number of companies around the country that do seating restoration, we just happened to work with this one out of Michigan, Lansing, oh I forget what it is Grand Rapids, it was a company called Country Roads and they had about three thousand of these seats from a auditorium somewhere.

BS: Are there any stories about the restoration process that you would like to tell us? A mishap or a great find?

TE: I think the great finds have to do with what we were able to discover when the scaffolding was up at the ceiling and we started scraping the paint off and discovered the murals, that we thought were lost. There was a mishap with the foundations, there was a mismeasurement but I think I’m going to stay quiet on that one, I think that everybody recovered from that one and it was not good for them.
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BS: What are your favorite memories of the restoration process?

TE: I think the excitement of working through the design, the finishes with David and Patty <Hanavan> and Jeff Greene and the discovery of how it could end up looking. One of the things that really I just marvel is Jeff Greene is based out of New York City and he was on this job if not every week then at least every other week and he’s running a hundred jobs around the country and internationally, he’s out of the country too he’s in Asia, so for him to have all that going on and be able to get here that frequently is really cool. So when he was here it was just so interesting what we would discover and what we would talk about and one day they had revealed some stenciling that was in that one area of the mezzanine that I was telling you about with the oval ceiling and it was going to be another, I think it was going to be another ten thousand dollars and they discovered it and said well we can restore this or we can just paint it out and I said well how much and he said it’s going to be another ten thousand dollars so I was standing there with the architect and I said you know this would be a terrific thing for you guys to donate to the project and put your name on and you know got the nod. So they painted it, it was great.

BS: Are you personally happy with the results of the Theater?

TE: Oh yeah terrifically yeah.

BS: Were their any disagreements about what should be done?

TE: Yeah I think there always is, different people have different ideas. I think the hardest thing for me was that there were things that we would have loved to have done, people were kind of looking at me with the expectation that it would get done and we simply did not have the money to do it, so we didn’t do it. That was hard for me, it was troubling to others, some people take it personally and act as though I just did it, I did it out of spite or something but, sorry the budgets the budget.

BS: The theater especially the Allen have been through times, like the 70s that we were talking about that they almost didn’t survive, the Allen was almost knocked down, what do you think about the theaters made people want to save them?

TE: I think that, that’s an interesting question and I think it speaks to our heritage and people looked at this and realized that this was an important part of our society and an important part of our past. The fact that if those go down, as much of that stuff as we lose were never going to get that back, it’s lost forever, I mean you just can’t, good, bad, or otherwise you had people who were working for ten cents an hour making that stuff and labor was cheap and you were able to get lots of stuff accomplished, there was a lot of skilled people who were putting up with a lot of stuff to get that done and it’s almost a tribute, it’s kind of a tribute to them too and there was a lot of lost art within those spaces and so I think people tend to appreciate that today as opposed to maybe the 50s and 60s and 70s, well maybe in the 70s people started turning around and take a better, different look at it but I think that was it, coupled with we have a very supportive community, I mean there’s a lot of really terrific philanthropy in this community when it comes to arts and culture. And as much as there’s a sense that Cleveland is in such a bad way, yeah there are problems, but we’re in such a good way when it comes to those sort of things because this is a very supportive community… It’s a lot about what we are, so I think that’s, you know that’s a big part of it

BS: The area, the Theater District, there are some buildings or maybe some condominiums being built I believe, trying to get people to live there?
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TE: Well there is housing in the Theater District, the Theater District has just about as much housing as the Warehouse District, which a lot of people don’t realize. We’re looking at developing housing, that would be in new construction and there are others that are looking at converting existing properties to housing, whether or not it’s condos or apartments really depends on the economics of the deal, but that’s ultimately the plan.

BS: And I also, I don’t know if this is true, that you were the president of the League of Historic American Theaters?

TE: Past president.

BS: Past president.

TE: Yes.

BS: And could you tell us what that organization is about?

TE: Sure, the League of Historic American Theaters is a national organization, a non-for profit that is dedicated to the rescue, restoration, and reuse of historic American theaters. Not as museum pieces, but as functionally economic redevelopment tools. So we’ll, that organization which I’m not long, I’m just a member now, but that organization will assist a community, be it the volunteers of the community, or the owners of the theater, or the city, or whoever it is that’s trying to figure out a plan for this historic theater. We have guidance and assistance and professional development for the people who are involved with it.

BS: When did you become involved in that?

TE: I was the president in 2001, so I guess I got on the board in, cause I was on the board for like nine years, so that would have put me on the board in 92. I was the president in 2000 and 2001 and a trustee up until then.

BS: Did you actually travel around to different theaters?

TE: Yeah.

BS: Did you like any of the theaters in particular?

TE: Oh, gee, yeah, I think the most incredible theater in the country is the uptown theater in Chicago. It’s just a huge, cavernous, 5500 seat theater and it’s not restored and it might not be restored, it’s a real struggle where it sits right now, but there have been a number of groups that have been trying to do stuff with it and I had an opportunity to be in it three or four times and it’s just terrific, it just really gets your imagination going as to what’s possible and you know that group the travel and that was just fantastic because by are charter we had to have five, no four board meetings a year in different parts of the country and we did. But I did it for nine years and it was great and then every year that group has an annual conference and that’s how I stay in touch with them. And I’m currently the president of the Cleveland Restoration Society.

BS: And what does that organization do?

TE: That organization has a number of programs; it’s actually called the Cleveland Restoration Society and Preservation Resource Center of Northeast Ohio. So for instance if you want to do something with your home and you know you have an older home and your kind of stuck and you don’t know what to do and your trying to figure out what opportunities there are for financing, your looking for technical assistance on the redevelopment of that property, can do all of those things. So it’s that, it’s advocacy. For instance if there is a historic property that is in town that is in danger, in fact they were very involved in bringing awareness to the community of the Allen Theater, heavily involved in that, and so in the advocacy front they will take an endangered property and bring attention to it and hopefully try to direct a good outcome that will ultimately save the property, but it’s, you know, it’s not to be mistaken for people who want museums, again this stuff has to be useable and it has to be viable, its got to have air conditioning, it probably didn’t have air conditioning in 1920 today it does, so its got to serve modern purposes, it’s really about saving the past for the future and developing it for the future.

BS: Any other buildings around Cleveland that you were involved in, besides the Allen?
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TE:  One project that were putting a lot of focus on right now is the Public Auditorium, down on, its part of the original convention center, part the existing convention center, it’s a 10,000 seat auditorium, and you don’t remember it, you don’t know it, it’s, we all grew up there and that’s were the sportsmen show and all this stuff as kids and a lot of concerts and I, having worked for Balkin we did a lot of shows there but it’s a huge facility right across from city hall and its got a music hall on one side,  music hall’s about 3,200 seats and its got a Public Auditorium which is about 10,000- 12,000 seats, its got ballrooms, I mean this is terrific property or building that was built in I think 19, I think it was in 1920, it was part of the whole mall plan, so it’s, they are city owned properties, that have an uncertain future. Next year we’re going to be focusing on Cleveland City Schools, we’re going to have our annual benefit at John Hay and personally I have been heavily involved in Lakewood School’s renovation project and originally with that everyone, there was a number of people who said that we have to tear everything down and start new. If it’s not viable to keep what you have, if it’s not going to be functional, if it’s not going to work, yeah that’s what you’ve got to do, but we were able to maintain a lot of original fabric and keep a lot of those buildings standing. In fact out of our whole plan of fourteen buildings were only going to loose four.

BS: Is the auditorium being used now?

TE: Public Auditorium? A little bit, minor things. In fact we’re having our community luncheon there on Tuesday this week and the focus is going to be cultural tourism. Cultural and heritage tourism is what it is. You should be going to that if you’re a history major.

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

TE: No. I don’t think so I think I have expressed what I think is important about preservation. You know one of the great things about Playhouse Square too and one of the great things about preservation is that if we had to go build these buildings from scratch instead of spending, I think our whole project with everything, with all four theaters was about 60 million dollars, if we were to try and build new facilities it would have been about 300 or 400 million dollars. Yeah that’s another great thing about preservation, it’s really cheap.

BS: That’s probably a big misconception?

TE: Yeah it is, people are like it costs more to renovate than it does to build new, in some cases yeah, but not in most.

BS: Do you have a favorite play that you’ve seen or look forward to seeing?

TE:  No, I just you know, I always have a good time. Some things that are real real popular I don’t understand why they’re so popular and some things that are popular I understand why they are popular, I’m going to leave names out… we went and saw***** and I thought what is this, in fact we left, but no not really.

BS: Do you have any questions?

EYW: Did you get to go up to Canada and look at any of the other Allen Brothers theaters?

TE: I went up to Canada and looked at some other theaters there and they told me I had been in a couple of them, so not that I remember, but I have been there.

EYW: I was just wondering if the similarities struck you?

TE: Yeah, I yeah.

EYW: You mentioned David and Maria <Souter> are they Cleveland people or were they brought in from New York City?

TE: They’re from New York.

EYW: And also what are your feelings about the Euclid Corridor Project and what affects do you think it will have on the district?

TE: Well we’re very excited about the Euclid Corridor Project and you know the sooner the better, I think you know that the immediate affects are living through the disruption, but we’re use to that given what we do, but we actually have some retail tenants and potentially important retail tenants that are basing their moves to the Theater District on the completion of the Euclid Corridor Project, so it’s tremendously important. We have tenants who have decided to stay in the Theater District in spite of their need to be closer to the courts because of the frequency with which the new buses are going to run. So the transportation, the finishes, I mean the finishes are obviously the most exciting thing, but the transportation piece, getting all the inner city buses off of Euclid and all the noise and exhaust that comes with them is also going to be great. So, were very excited. A lot of benefits not just one or two. 

EYW: And you said that you run several other buildings, which ones?

TE: We own the Hanna Building which is on the corner of 14th and Euclid and houses the Hanna Theater and we own the Lowe’s building which is associated with the State and Ohio Theater, we owned the Buckley Building which is where the Allen Theater is housed and we own IDEA Center along with IDEA Stream and IDEA Stream was originally the <Kinnian> Levin Furniture Company and then it became the Stouffers Headquarters and then it became most recently One Playhouse Square and we renamed it IDEA Stream and we also own the Wyndham Hotel and we own the Playhouse Square Center parking garage. 

EYW: You had mentioned the possibility of new housing, where would that be?

TE:  It would be there is some surface parking, just to the east of the Hanna Building that runs between Euclid and <Bronell> Court, and that space is the space where we would develop housing. It would be housing, parking, retail; it would be a big complex. There would be a student-housing element along with a market rate-housing element.

BS: This is Bridget Sekuterski interviewing Tom Einhouse on November 17, 2005 at Cleveland State University.
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