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Interview of Judge Ray Pianca

Interviewed by Becky Solecki and Dr. Mark Tebeau

12/9/2005
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Becky Solecki:  “I am going to start off with some background questions.  Basically, where were you born and tell me a little about where you were born? “

Judge Ray Pianca:  “I was physically born at St. Luke’s Hospital, but my parents lived, when I was born in the Detroit Shorewaay neighborhood, off W. 65th and Detroit, on a street, at that time was called Clinton, now its W. Clinton 6310.  My parents moved there in 1950 and I was born in fifty-one.  They had purchased a house there on that street.  I lived in that area ever since.”

5:46

BS:  “Very Good.  Can you tell me a little bit about growing up in that area?”

JRP:  It was a wonderful area to grow up in.  Of course many people have wonderful childhood stories growing up in Cleveland neighborhoods I do as well.  It was a neighborhood who had immigrant populations, which were primarily Italian, Romanian, and Irish.  In our area the Irish were from a specific spot in Ireland, called Ackel Island, Ackel sound.  Which was kind of a hardscrabble area in Ireland and they relocated to the Detroit 65th area.  The Irish who lived by Detroit W.65th were different then other west side Irish; in fact they were called the Irish of the Shianne.  They located there and many them worked in public service jobs.  They were the first group in the area, the Irish.  They were also involved with every level of the neighborhood social interaction, and commerce, good and bad.  Taverns and there was a gang called the McCard Street Gang, in 1895 that was a plague upon the city. Of course McCard Street was W. 69th street, close to this area.  The Romanians were from a specific area and there were three groups of Romanians, the Orthodox, the Catholic, Byzantine Catholics, and the Baptists.  They all had churches in the area.  With the Irish you had certain cultural attributes and of course with the Romanians as well, but in a little different way. Eastern European way but the Romanians where a merchant group, very upward mobile, very much into education.  They had a bank, which is still there, it’s the Pioneer Savings and Loan, and originally that was a Romanian Savings and Loan, for the Byzantine Catholic.  There was the America, The Romanian Daily News there; there was the Club Carpentina.  The club Dragolina, which the buildings are still there but they are gone.  The Orthodox Church moved out probably the late 50’s and is now owned by Cleveland Public Theater, it moved over to Warren road. St.Mary’s, Romanian Orthodox Church, the oldest Romanian Orthodox Church in the country.  The oldest Romanian church in the country is St. Helena’s church, which is at 1367 W. 65th Street.  The Romanians, many of them are Transylvanians and Transylvania is a particular area shared by Hungarians and Romanians.  The reason why Romanians moved to our area was there were Transylvanians there, in fact there was the west side Soxinhym club up on Denison, which Soxinhym are Saxons so there are Saxons in the area.  Which made the Romanians and Hungarians more comfortable moving to the Westside.  There are also off of Buckeye some Hungarians, some Romanians and more specifically Romanian St. Clair Superior.  So those are the three groups, all though there are other groups in smaller numbers like the Mexican Hispanic groups.   Now primarily Puerto Rican but, on 57th and Detroit there is Clubezteca, which is the oldest Mexican club in Ohio.  There were a number of people who located to the area who were Mexican decent.  And then there are other eclectic little groups.  One group which I belong to which is not part of those groups that moved in, but I am of Polish decent and at least on my paternal side.  There are 3 or of our families there that located to the near east side to the near west side.”

10:37

BS:  “Speaking of your family at the moment, I understand your grandparents met and got married in Cleveland?”

JRP:  “Yes, my paternal grandparents met and got married in 1913, July of 1913.  They got married at St. Joshepat’s Church, which was established but the church was not built.  In St. John’s Cathedral they had a Polish chapel where they were married.  Then the church was later built and that is over on E.33rd Street off of Superior.  My grandfather and grandmother lived at 2400 Lakeside and then they moved to 2163 Lakeside, then 2222 Hamilton Ave., then made the big moved in the late thirties to 1429 E. 43rd Street.    The housing stock was the most basic housing stock, immigrant housing.  They were just shacks in a way, you can still see a few of those homes, but that area is industrial now.  E. 43rd was nice; it had indoor bathrooms and that type of thing.  My father’s cousin said they were moving to the Heights. “ 

BS:  “Where are your grandparents from?”

JRP:  “My grandmother Valliswava Zalaski and my grandfather Alex Piance immigrated from a small village in North East Poland, in Wumasha, and the village is called Duebraloss.  We are of the Corpa Clan, which is a grouping of people who live in the forest. The Corpa are divided into the white Corpa, which is called the Green Jalona, basically the white being the birch and the green being the pine in the area, and we are of the green Varity.  That area is in Northeast Poland and is an area where many royal families, during the war ran to hide during the wars, in the woods.  They are forest people with their primary industry being beekeeping, in fact their whole legal system is called the beekeepers law.  That is was their code of law was.  They were expert marks men because of the hunting.  In Poland in the insurrection of 1863 they played an important role because of their marks craftsmanship.  It’s on the boarder with East Prussia and Lithuania, a lot of groups traveling through there.  My grandparents immigrated, my grandfather went to Massachusetts were there were members of his family and then on to Cleveland.  They were joining other people from their village here, the Piashik family and the Plono family and many of them belonged to St. Josshepont’s.  My grandmother also from that village but came latter, her sitter and brother were also located here.  Cleveland provided some attraction.  My grandfather listed at one point that he was going to work at Otis Steel and there was a little steel blast furnace on 30th and Lakeside, and called Mawee, little in Polish.  I think backnovia, which is little blast furnace, at 30th and Lakeside, so that is where they worked for a while.  He was at a chair company and then went to work at WS Tyler, where my uncle and father also worked.  Then grandfather and uncle retired from there, but my father went to work for the Republic Steel River Railroad Terminal.” 

15:16

BS:  “Are you familiar with the steel strike to the 1950’s?  Was your family involved?”

JRP:  “ Yes, yes we were.  My father was on strike and mill was close.  They were not hauling steel around there.  It was a time; luckily in our house there was an apartment in our house up stairs.  My parents moved all our furniture from the first floor were we lived to the second floor, and rented the apartment as furnished.  My father was ale to get odd jobs but it was sort of lean times then.  But my parents were extremely frugal, of course they grew up in the depression they were able to survive it and in latter years they kept at it, I think that was one of their hobbies, saving money.  The utility companies would come out to check the meters to make sure they were working because the consumption was so low.”  

DMT:  “I am going to jump in about the strike.  How long was that, was that a long strike?” 

JRP:  “I was probably only two or three years old, so I only hear about it I do not remember, but it seemed like it was a year and a half, two years or something, it seemed like a long time.”

DMT:  “Your Dad did not work?”

JRP:  “Right, he did not work at the mill, at Republic Steel, but he also did jobs with friends of his.  Wall papering to bring in funds, that type of thing.”

DMT: “Then he went back to the mill.”

JRP:  “Hey, at River Terminal, which is a subsidiary of Republic Steel so he was a break man and retired as a break man at river Terminal.”

BS:  I wanted to step back to your youth, if you could tell me what your community was like as child?”

JRP:  “Well, it was a wonderful street to grow u on, great many children.  I went to public schools.  I went to Waverly School, which was on W.58th at the time.  They built a new on W. 54th, but Waverly School was named after Waverly Street which was W. 58th Street.  I had a lot of friends from my school and different streets, although it was not a wealthy area by any means.  I remember on times when in class they had health people come out and they would talk about brushing their teeth.  In front of the class they asked, ‘how many children have tooth brushes?’  Held the class raised their hands.  ‘How many had their own tooth brush?’  Only about 10% raised their hands.  So, that is something I remember.  We played on the streets, on W, 57th and W. Clinton.  Herman playground, there was church bible school at St. Bethany Prespitarian Church.  We were busy all the time.”

BS:  “You just mention Bethany Prespitarian church.  Can you describe the church and is it still there today?”

19:09

JRP:  “Yah, Bethany Prespertarian started as an out growth of Old Stone Church.  They decided to build a church on the west side, and that church was formed in 1889 and the building was built at 1894.  Very stark, almost an arts and crafts mood.  It has some Akron plan features to it where the walls between the chapel and the steeple go up; and you can have a larger area there.  I t primarily had Scottish immigrants or people who had that origin, although there was a large Italian contingent, who was there as well.  When they closed the church the Redeemer on W. 69th Street joined in with Bethany Prespitarian. “

DMT:  “How did your family come to join the church?  It’s a far cry from St. Josophets?”

JRP:  “It is.  Well, my mother grew up in a Methodist church, and this church was on the corner of the street, so that is where we went.  My father was not particularly religious, he certainly was not prespitarian, but he was Catholic all along, but we went to Bethany.  It was there on the corner and convenient and my mother was a Deacon there on the session and then I was a deacon there on the session.  The church is still there with about a hundred members. It is small with a bit of a Hispanic ministry.  People are still there.”

BS:  “Is it still a Prespitarain church?”

JRP:  “ Yea, it still is.”

BS:  “You’ve lived in Detroit Shoreway your whole life, and do you still live there today?’

JRP:  “ Yes.”

BS:  “Do you have familiarity with the housing?”

JRP:  “Yes.”

BS:  “Do you want to explain that to me?"

JRP:  “We have a poster, which I will certainly give to you with some homes on Franklin Blvd.  The area, what my perception is it has grown in three stages.  Sort of the period that is 1850, 1860, is when shipping started being an important feature in Cleveland, and the people working in the shipping industry, in the ship yards, on the ships, unloading the ships, lived in this area.   There are many vernaculars Italianate structure, there are not many left, but there are still some around.  Then in 1880’s more properties were built in the eastern end o Detroit Shoreway area.  Then in the 1890’s things really began to move up, in a Victorian sticks style, Eastlake as you see the cities boundaries moving further and further west.  This area was the western end of the city, W. 65th Street and so it was called the west end.  Then after the Victorian period there was a small move of when the arts and crafts homes and then after the arts and crafts there was the colonial revival homes were built.  So there are styles from all f those eras there.  One of the unique things about this area is on W. Clinton, on Franklin Blvd., and on W. 58th Street there are many homes designed by leading architects at the time.   Frank Colbern built his house there; he designed many buildings in Cleveland and was a prolific architect.  Fredrick Beard grew up in the area and designed many buildings throughout Cleveland.  In this area he was west hire.  Hopkinton was also grew up in the area and went to West high and was an architect for Cleveland schools system, but designed many buildings.  There was Alexander Penington was a builder, but his con Charles Pennington was an architect.  He in fact designed my house and he was more arts and craft.  He moved to Lakewood and designed many of the properties on Clifton and Lake Ave., you can see his signature on those properties, once you’ve become familiar with a few of them you can point out the Pennington properties.  He was also on the Lakewood planning commission.  There are probably about five other architect who worked in that area.  The Italianates properties there are some good examples of those in the area as well.  There is a rich architectural heritage.  I should state and it was almost hidden from site, but because Cleveland was a major shipping port in the United States and was second after Clyde Scotland as far as shipping there were so many people tied to the merit time trades, ship builders, ship captains.  Of course the Irish were unloading the ships and in fact they reviewed the Irish that was their province, as coal heavers or terriers. You could tell if they were pulling coal off, because they would come all covered in soot. With black soot or reddish orange soot on them.  Then the unloaders would come in, the clamshell unloaders.  Then, the hue let unloaders and so they did not need all those people so they went on to other trades and other businesses.”

25:57

BS:  “Lets start where you went to school as a child and up through post.” 

JRP:  “I attended kindergarten and elementary school at Waverly at W. 58th Street. The building was built y civil was veterans.  Then went on to West junior high school and West senior high school.  West high school after Central high school closed the oldest school west of the Allegiances, built in 1855.  The building I was in on Franklin was built in 1902, but it was West Highs 4th building.  And that was closed in 1970 and consolidated with Lincoln High Schools, so it became Lincoln West.  Then they put a junior high at that location called Gallagher.  The West high school, wonderful high school to go in, although there were probably urban issues that was there.  It was a wonderful community and we had great teachers there.  Then I went on to Cleveland State University and I had my degree in political science, I had enough credits but they did not allow dual degrees in communications as well.  I left there to Cleveland Marshal College of Law.  I attended the nigh program as I was working at Detroit Shoreway.  I graduated from Cleveland Marshal and that is about it for my schooling.”

DMT:  “First, you mentioned you had some urban issues when you went to high school.  Tell us about the neighborhood, at this particular moment.  What does it mean to go to West High School?”

JRP:  “ Late 60’s, I graduated in 69.  Urban issues, there were gangs, the 58th Street gang.  There was a gang, which kind of died out by the time I graduated which was called the Diego Bombers; leaders lived on W. Clinton and W. 69th.  Although, I never had a problem because I went to school with the individuals, there was probably some turmoil over that in school at the time.  Of course the Vietnam War was starting to peculate up, some of our west side hires were killed in the war.  We had a memorial put up for some of the, all the people who went to Vietnam War, and the ones that died and you knew these people personally.  My brother went West Tech, but then he went to, he was in the Vietnam War.  There were probably issues of poverty, to some degree; it was not something I noticed.  We had, at West High, we had about 22 hundred students there, primarily from the West side and it also included area which is CMHA and Lakeview and Riverview Terrace, so we had probably out of those students we had 30 African American students but it seemed to work well at least in our particular environment.  Sharon Dumas, assistant Finance Director of the City, was in my class and she was crowned the track queen and she was one of the few African American women there and there were a number of other African Americans involved with sports and part of that grouping.  It seemed like it worked out.”
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DMT:  “It doesn’t sound like the racial conflict you might have encountered on the east side, because this is around the time of the desegregation?”

JRP:  “It was just before that.  There was not that conflict there.  Perhaps there was not the stress and strain on people, African Americans moving into the area.  There were very few African Americans who lived there and been there and part of the school system, but it was not a change for anyone.  One of the changes now is that it is integrated in a much more dramatic fashion than when I was growing up.  I see that as particular strength for the community.  When I was growing up there weren’t any African Americans living in the community.  A few Hispanics and a few Hispanics moving into the area, but it did not have the strength of racial diversity it had the strength of diversity of cultural diversity, Romanian, Irish, application, but it did not have the strength of the racial diversity, which it does now.  In the area that strength shows in some of the developments that are going on in the area and there isn’t a lot of stress and strain in the community this day even though it has been integrated to a large degree. “

DMT:  “Now you say you started Detroit Shoreway, Is that true?”

JRP:  “I was one of the people involved with Detroit Shoreway.  Detroit Shoreway started when the Economic Development Committee to the City of Cleveland, Leely Barger and Joe Furber, were looking at the loss of industrial jobs in the city.”

DMT:  “When was that?”

JRP: “This was in the early 70’s.  So they looked at the Detroit Shoreway community and in the 60’s Detroit community had the largest number of people who walked to work and by 1970 it was falling apart and they said, ’we have to do something as a city,’ so they came and approached Mike Zone, the councilman, and other people in the area to stop this hemorrhaging industrial jobs in the area.   The way the community was put together, the decision was made to not just approach this as an industrial economic development but also as a social economic development. Having industrial, social, and commercial, all three groups on the board of the Detroit Shoreway I was organizing the block clubs on W. 76th Street.  I was concilmatic intern in a joint program with political science and some how Tom Campbell was involved, but it was not a college of Urban Affair, Institute of Urban Affairs.  I took a course and was a councilmatic intern to Mike Zone.  Then from that councilmatic internship I took a course from Roberta Stinbrocker.  One of he things I did and continued to do once the course was over was block club organization, working with the Otis material handling, the Otis elevator company, which was at the bottom of W. 76th Street.  From that the W.76th block club was established, which was the first resident block club present in Detroit Shoreway, there had been other block clubs but this one had an organizer and developed.  Irean Catlin, was the chair of that block club.  With the block club Detroit Shoreway had a component and I was involved in the meetings with Detroit Shoreway, with the commercial interest of the area.  James Roth’s was the first chairman of Detroit Shoreway and he was with a group called Ohio home remodel.  The Otis Material Handling and Union Carbite Corporation Battery Division was involved as well as Harris Calerific and the Westing House Corporation.  So we designed this organization. Jerry McGuire was there most certainly from the beginning and he was representing west Ecomenically Industry.  I was then in law school and then in 1974 I was hired part time to be the executive sectary then executive director to Detroit Shoreway.  I was involved in the beginning with it and its roots, which were the residential roots of it and also working with the companies, Union Car bite I had mentioned and also Otis on some expansion.  The industrial sector is almost completely gone.”

36:27

DMT:  “When did it disappear?”

JRP:   “I would say it disappeared probably into the 90’s, Otis closed down and some of the other smaller companies like tube craft closed Union Car bite closed 5, 6 years ago, Westing house moved out.  Paramount is in the Westing houseplant.  There is a broad shift in industrial buildings and of course this area had multi story industrial buildings that went back to the 1860’s, 1870’s.”

BS:  “I know that the Detroit Shoreway is located in Gordon Square Arcade.  Do you have knowledge of Gordon Square Arcade and could you inform me of it?”

JRP:  “Yes, in fact I have two article, I do not know if you’ve seen them about the Gordon Square building.  This was a tremendous real-estate project to build a significant building.  The most significant building on the west side and probably and most certainly in a city neighborhood.  It is the only Arcade in a city neighborhood, unless you consider downtown a city neighborhood, which I guess people can do now since there are people living there.  It was a tremendous investment opportunity, in fact I have one ad here said that you need to buy the stock in this because look back five years at Euclid and a 105th, look at it now, this is in 1920.  Step forward and buy some shares in this building and what a unique building this is.  There is not another building like this anywhere in the city.  It had a 70 room, single room occupancy hotel, which is called the Gordon Square’s gentleman club.  When it opened Patrick F. Kennedy was the manager of it, and Patrick Kennedy was a real state investor who built two other buildings on the corner there. 70-room hotel, but of course only 4 bathrooms in the hotel, so that was kind of a hindrance.  2o offices on the second floor. When I was growing up that is where the doctors were, the dentists, the lawyers.  Back then it was the only building; St. John’s Hospital would have been another that had an elevator.  One of the unique thins for us to do was ride on that elevator.  Going in the Arcade with the entire echoing going on, although the time when I was growing up it was starting to spiral downward.  The dime store, the restaurant, there was Marshall drugs in there at one time. There was a market in the area 72 Stall Market; there was a Billiards club in the basement. There was the La Conga club in the basement that was also a roller rink, the Irish American club started in the Gordon Square building.   The Capital Theater which was the Allen’s Capital Theater was built as a movie theater, had a class F theater organ in it, and had about 1,200 seats.”

DMT:  “Same as the Allen Downtown?”

JRP:  “Yes, this was at the same time.  The Allen brothers built the Capital Theater.  It was a wonderful commercial building.  It was a commercial failure, during the depression because everyone loss their money on the stocks in the building cause the market crashed and had to be refinanced.  Of course it has been refinanced several times since that time.”

DMT:  “Your memories growing up, is kind of interesting.  Did you view it as a place to go then?”

40:33

JRP:  “Well it was a place to go to the doctor, to the dentist.  My doctor Bezortia, had an office there and lived on the other side of W. Clinton.  Because he was here and because he was an elderly Italian doctor, I know one time I was very sick and he ran from that building to my house and got the emergency medical, basically my life was saved.  I had to get my tonsils out later because there was an inflammation.  So it played a key role in our interactions in the community.  When we bought clothes we went to Murr’s Men’s Shop, when we bought school supplies went to the Myer’s 5&10. Or there was another store next to the drug store called Rothman’s Variety Store, we went there.  The shoe store was across the street and there was the theater, the Capital Theater, that was the first movie theater I had ever gone to.”

DMT:  “Do you remember seeing any particular movies?”

JRP:  “I don’t. I remember going in there, it was more refine than the movie theater we went to many times which is on Madison.  Which was a free for all movie theater up on Madison and 95th. The Capital had a balcony and staircases.  

BS:  “Do you know when it closed?”

JRP:  “It closed probably in the late eighties or early nineties, although you were still able to see films.  When I was Director of Detroit Shoreway we ran it and it was the Dotishes Keyno, a German show and it was run by a man named Villy Schnieder, who ran it for about 20 years.  Then we brought in Joe Saletski, who had a Polish radio show and he ran ethnic films there.  Then we had a couple performances there, film performances, The International Film Festival.  We had a couple Vadvill shows there.  Then, I do not know when the last film was shown in there.  Everything was intact, the movie projector, though it was an old type, it was all there.  I don’t know what the situation is now.”

DMT:  “So, when you were Director you are talking about the 70’s?”

JRP:  “I was Director of Detroit Shoreway from 1974-1985.  It was during that time and a little bit after that time.  Detroit Shoreway purchased the building in 1979, from Harvey Ottmen and Melvin Ross.  Then started renovating it using an Urban Development Action Grant.”

DMT:  “It seems to me that the Arcade is really the symbol of Detroit Shoreway, as a neighborhood, has become that.  Is that correct?”

JRP:  “Well, I think it is.  The more people that know about that building and there are people who have never been inside that building.  The more people who know about the building the more people will know what an asset it is to the community.  It’s the bomb shelter for the area, there are signs, I’m sure if they are still there.  You could fit 200 people in there and it had doors that would come down.  It is a unique neighborhood building and not every neighborhood has one.  In fact, this is the only one that has a building of this scale and this quality I think.  Just that would come to my mind.”

45:19

BS:  “You have a sense of knowledge and I was wondering what motivated this?”

JRP:  “I’ve been history all along and history of the community and many times it felt like the more I found out the more in awe of the community I was.  Sometimes I felt I was walking through the remnants of a great civilization, all these things happening.  The Gordon Square being a good example, when I was growing up the market was not running and the lower Arcade there weren’t businesses in there, and one time there were and to just read about what happened or most importantly to me was to talk to people who had been there and so my entire life I’ve been able to learn from other people and learn what it was like.  What was it like when you arrived here from Ireland, What did the neighborhoods look like or from Romania or what was it like in Italy or your father was a ship captain, how was that?  You were at St. Coleman’s Church?  All of those things.  I was able to take those things a step further and look at them in a city wide basis as well: which this job that I am in presently has given me a great opportunity to do that.  I love structures; I love people, and various groups, and what their stories are.  I’ve been able to learn from that, so it’s a learning experience.  I’ve been able to uncover certain things that have been hidden from sight, although people can research them and find them out for themselves.  Every corner of the city has stories and people who have grown up there.  In fact I was thinking we are going to do a story on a house on Lakeview Ave., Lakeview road, which was designed by a primer architect.  The Mayor of Glenview lived in it and the family that lives there now just loves this house.  What a great story that is, they love the house, they live in the house.  They live there, their grandchildren, their children live there and it is continuing after a hundred years it is continuing.  To contribute, to be important in peoples lives.  It is over on Lakeview it is the Shell and Tragger House, 690 Lakeview, and it was, the Oldem family lives there now. One of the things I do is I have a cable a Cleveland access cable T.V. show called home court.  We have about 27 shows that go on, mainly how to keep out of housing court.  What if you have a slate rood, how do you repair it, what if you have a roach infestation, pigeon infestation?  There are certain properties that we go to that are restoration projects.  We did one on Scranton and I’ve been able to research the history of the house, who built it, why did they build it in that particular style.  There is the Lakeview house and we are working on a house on Rockwell.  I just talked to a family yesterday that lived there for about 75 years, and what it was like living in that house.  It’s something I enjoy doing and it makes some of the other things I don’t enjoy doing tolerable.  

BS:  “One more question.  Is there anything I have to asked you that you would like to tell me, a great story?’

JRP:  “I don’t know.”
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