Dhruv: What is your name and where do you live?

Gordon: My name is Elliot Gordon and I live at 1962 East 124th place, Cleveland, Ohio 44106.

D: Have you always lived there, were you born there, or when did you move here to cleveland?

G: I moved up here in 1980 to go to Case, for engineering.  I was about thirty years old at the time.  So right now I’m fifty-three and basically between 1980 and 2005 I’ve spent most of my time here in Cleveland with short stints in Finland and short stints in France. 


D: So basically you’ve been in Cleveland since 1980.  So where did you live before that?

G: I was born and raised in Connecticut and was there until I was twenty years old.  I went to school in Tennessee and lived in France during the seventies and that pretty much brings us up to here.

D: So how was college life in the eighties, at Case, was it the same as today or was it very different back then?

G: I imagine it’s pretty similar now because Cleveland is not known for its wildly social schools, it’s very - campuses [are] set up in a very sterile social manner.  The curriculum is pretty tough and there are fraternities, the usual college thing but I imagine it’s pretty much the same.

D: Were there a lot of different ethnic groups with you when you were in college, or it was essentially Caucasian, or what was the essential break up?

G: There was a good mix of different ethnic groups, well, with notable exceptions.  Case was always representative except for maybe a couple different groups, but I would say otherwise it was fairly diverse.

D: So you lived on campus, or you lived around case, where did you live?

G: I lived mainly in Cleveland Heights and in Shaker Heights during the time that I was here, and I spent a lot of time in Little Italy and down, actually I lived on East 116th street so actually I know the Euclid corridor area pretty well.

D: So how was life in the 80’s along Euclid Avenue and Little Italy?  Was it essentially a segregated neighborhood, or was it mixed ethnicity, or what?

G: Euclid through Cleveland was pretty much a war zone.  All of the mansions that had lined Euclid during the heyday of Cleveland were all falling into disrepair and/or were being torn down.  So the whole face of Euclid was changing.  Down by the Clinic, the Clinic was buying up all that property and first of all making it into lots and then making longer-term development.  So during the time that I was at Case, mainly the property was falling into disrepair or was being torn down.  There wasn’t a lot of building going on and it was like a war zone.  

D: So today, the situation has improved from the way it was, or is it the same?

G: Today the situation has improved quite a bit, although there are – there are still shopping centers, malls near the clinic, where there was nothing.  Euclid down between the Clinic and downtown hasn’t really changed that much to tell you the truth, except for where the mansions are missing.  Commercially it’s pretty much the same; it’s not really flourishing. 

D: So when you used to be living here, in Little Italy and along Euclid, did you used to shop in these areas or did you go out to the suburbs to shop?

G: No, there was nothing on Euclid at all basically, there were a couple of restaurant supply stores I would go to, but other than that, there was nothing. 

D: What about stores in the Tower building and Sterling and Mays and all the stores that used to be here downtown, did you ever go there to shop?

G: Downtown?  Yeah, occasionally.  Downtown Cleveland was - and is still - relatively dead.  There wasn’t a lot of activities going on down there and if you wanted a really good shopping center with longer hours it’s best to go out into the suburbs.

D: When you first came here to Cleveland, do you have any particular memory of this neighborhood - Little Italy, Euclid, maybe downtown, any one particular memory which stands out in your head?

G: Not really, other than the fact that I didn’t really feel particularly feel safe or comfortable in the neighborhood because it was deteriorating and especially because the race relations were not good.  I remember distinctively going into a liquor store down by East 105th and Euclid and it wasn’t fun.  I knew people were looking at me, and they weren’t looking at me in a good way.  There was also a billboard up on Euclid and East 105th that said, basically, “us black folk know what we want, and as far as we’re concerned, you white folk can just stay out, keep your nose out of our business.”  It was not very pleasant.

D: So there was a lot of racial tension in the air at the time, right?  

G: A lot of racial tension, yes.

D: What do you think, is it the same today, or has it improved, or gotten worse?

G: I think by and large the Clinic bought that area and so all those businesses, all of the concentration of you know, all those people are working for the Clinic so it’s a little bit more civilized and looks a little bit more safe.  I still – even though the police department is down there, I don’t really particularly go walking down there or go walking around the lagoon.  It still holds a danger, and if you go to the very far east side of Cleveland on Euclid, it hasn’t really changed a whole lot.  It’s still not a good area.

D: So where do you think the problem lies, where does this crime stem from?  Is it one particular cause or are there numerous causes?

G: Basically, crime is the same, and it’s not a mystery when Cleveland is the poorest city in the United States with a population of over 250,00, there’s a lot of drugs, there’s a lot of crime due to the fact that people just don’t have anything – there’s the have’s and the have not’s.  Basically it’s not any different at all.  In fact, if you go a little further east into East Cleveland, that city is deteriorating extensively, it’s a total mess.

D: What do you see as the mainstay of the economy here, if everyone is moving towards crime, what is keeping the city alive?

G: That’s a really good question; that’s really hard to answer.  Obviously, down here in this neck of the woods, the restaurants in Little Italy kind of keep things afloat.  UH and the Clinic are major institutions, they employ a lot of people, a lot of people work here.  The Clinic has downsized from about twelve to thirteen thousand when I first came to Cleveland in 1980, to seven or eight thousand now, and it’s obviously a lot less jobs, so generally speaking the employment situation in Cleveland has not gotten better, it’s gotten worse. 

D: If there were three things to improve the situation of the city, the economy, and the neighborhood, what are the three things that you would do?

G: Well, in this part of Cleveland, job opportunities are badly needed.  I got out of college in 1985 as an engineer, I could get a job anywhere – in Cleveland or elsewhere.  Today, there’s nothing here.  Our research and development in mechanical engineering is virtually non-existent in Cleveland.  It’s very, very difficult to find good technical positions and there’s a big brain drain.  Most of the people from Case go someplace else to work.  That covers professional people - that doesn’t even cover the issue of the uneducated, basically unskilled labor force.  There, the situation is pretty bad; it’s about the same as it’s always been.  There are very few jobs for them here in this area.  So you either work at UH, or you work at the clinic, or you might work at one of little stores here or the supermarket – that’s it!  There’s nothing else.

D: Moving on from the economy, when you were in college, what was the hang out place?

G: When I was in college I hung out quite a bit in Little Italy, I hung out in Cleveland Heights – mainly Cleveland Heights.

D: What about Little Italy fascinated you?  Why did you start hanging out in Little Italy of all places?

G: Well, Little Italy was the closest community to case that had restaurants.  There were a lot of pizza places and everybody knows that students thrive on pizza, so it mainly had to do with food.  We’d go down to the donut shop in the early hours of the morning to get donuts and coffee, during the day get pizza at Mama Santa’s or one of the other restaurants.  Otherwise, there wasn’t much of a reason to hang out in Little Italy and in fact it was known as being a pretty dangerous place.  You could get jumped, get mugged, for no reason at all.  

D: Little Italy being a dangerous place?

G: Yeah, back in the 80’s it was a very dangerous place and Case boycotted it for a number of years because one of their students was critically beaten.

D: Do you feel the situation today has improved?  Because the neighborhood seems anything but run down.

G: Yeah, the situation has improved.  The crime problem is not quite as bad as it was before.  There’s still crime that happens as a result of people who live in Little Italy who just rob their neighbors; they don’t seem to have learned anything over the years.  But it’s certainly a safer place.  There’s less of a risk of being physically assaulted because you’ve got roving bands of twelve and thirteen-year-olds with hammers and baseball bats like in the 80’s.

D: The situation in Little Italy has improved since the eighties over the last twenty years.  Now, is there any particular reason as to why it’s improved, is it because of Case, or the clinics, or is it because Little Italy has become a tourist attraction?

G: No, in fact Little Italy had to change because of the negative response triggered by the beating of a Case student.  Case instructed all of its students that they would have no Case insurance whatsoever if they ventured into Little Italy, and so Case formally boycotted Little Italy and, especially if you had a pizza restaurant, probably overnight you were looking at a loss of 25-40% of your business, so that really hit home very hard.

D: So the economy of Little Italy was basically dependent on Case?

G: Yeah, part of the economy of Little Italy was dependent on case, and the case boycott resulted in Little Italy residents coming to grips with the fact that it had to be a safe place for people want to come in to eat.

D: Based on what you just said, is it safe to assume that Case, the University Hospitals here, and the Cleveland Clinic are essentially the soul of the city, they’re keeping the city alive economically?

G: Yes, basically that triangle is the core of this part of Cleveland, definitely.  The other issue I think in Cleveland is that the 5th precinct, which is down on Chester between Chester and Euclid, has always been understaffed, and they cannot respond to all of the problems that occur in this neighborhood.  They do not have the resources, they’re stressed, they’re overstretched, and that’s that – it’s never changed, it is worse today than it was then.

D: You said you’re from Connecticut.  Is there any particular thing that you’ve come to identify with here in Cleveland, something that you can associate with, or is everything very alien to you?

G: Well…after I graduated from case, the employment opportunities were pretty good, and I had no reason to go anywhere else and so I made a good living here in Cleveland.  I earned good money and led a pretty good life, real estate values were good, bought a couple of houses and so in that regard you can lead a pretty good and stable life, in regard to finding a residence, bringing up a family and working.  So that’s pretty much what I attribute as the most positive thing in my experience here in Cleveland.

D: So as long as you have a job and decent income coming in, Cleveland is a good place to live.

G: I wouldn’t stretch it that far.  I’ve lived in a lot of other places in the country, and Cleveland doesn’t have the level of restaurants, doesn’t have the level of entertainment that you would find in other cities, especially downtown.  Now, I ended up spending a lot of time in Cleveland Heights, Shaker Heights, University Heights for entertainment, for restaurants, and so on, not in Little Italy but certainly beyond that there’s not a whole lot in Cleveland.

D: Besides entertainment, which is a necessity for life, what about education?  We’ve covered entertainment and work and the economy, but how about education?  Is the level of education good, is it bad, god needs to stick his hand in and do something about it?

G: You mean of Cleveland people?

D: That’s right.

G: Well, as I said before, there are the have’s and have not’s and Cleveland itself is a poor city.  I don’t think the people can afford a relatively good education and number two they’re not even focused on it.  They’re focused more on survival, staying alive, staying out of the way of gangs and hostile people.  There’s a lot of violence and people are not focused on higher education.  In the suburbs, there’s a very high level of education, a lot of white collar people and in Cleveland itself, in the particular area that we’re talking about, there are a lot of have-not’s.  They will never have the opportunity to be educated or to enjoy a clean standard of living.  There are people down here who lead a very violent life who drive around in Caddies and Lexus’s and Mercedes, they didn’t drive that for their college education.

D: So life in the suburbs is better than life in the city.  Why is this difference there, why is life in the suburbs better than life downtown or on the East Side of Cleveland?

G: Well, unfortunately I think it’s a segregation issue, it’s not a whole lot more than that.  It’s just that people with the ways and the means who come to the burbs are not people who come from the East Side of Cleveland.  These are professionals who’ve moved here from other cities, the people who were born and raised in these municipalities and there’s not a lot of movement between the two.  So the people who were born and raised in Cleveland kind of live and die here or move to Detroit, Chicago, whatever, but the opportunity to just suddenly relocate from East 116th to Shaker Boulevard in Shaker is highly unlikely. 

D: So the migration happens from city center to city center rather than from city center to suburb, right?

G: Yeah, I don’t think that poor people have the kind of mobility that richer people from the burbs do, so there’s very little movement with them and there’s basic mobility freedom with the people who live in Cleveland Heights, Shaker Heights, University Heights, and so on.

D: You mentioned that earlier that Euclid avenue was millionaires row with all the mansions and everything, and now it’s run down and decrepit.  When do you think this change happened, when did it start going downhill?

G: Although I wasn’t here, My best assumption is that during the depression and World War II things began to change dramatically in Cleveland.  A lot of people went out of business, a lot of things were stirred up.  And I think that especially after World War II the demographics in Cleveland started to change dramatically, people just left, moved out of their mansions and they began to fall into disrepair, and the infrastructure to support the wealth that had been in Cleveland just fell apart.  Basically, I think that if you look at the 40s and the 50’s you see the beginnings of a pretty massive deterioration of that part of the city.

D: That is despite the fact that Cleveland was once compared with Chicago and, like you said, it was a blue collar city once and after World War II with all the industry and everything.  There was no depression as such.  Industry was on the rise and everything.  Goods were being manufactured on the house.  In the blue-collar cities, did the factories just go out of business, or does it have to do with taxes, or did the economy just nosedive?

G: Well, when you look at the mansions on Euclid, obviously those were not blue-collar people.  I think that during the depression and WWII, some of these people just took their companies and business elsewhere.  And certainly the heyday of Cleveland was not during the 40s and the 50s, it was during the turn of the century, the twenties and the early 30’s, when it was called the forest city, it was beautiful, everything was nice, you did not see a whole lot of poverty.  So I think that’s the big issue.  Cleveland was still an important manufacturing center well into the 70’s.


D: In the twenties and thirties, what was the ethnic breakup of the city?  Was it essentially Caucasian or mixed race, and is it the same today compared to what it was then?

G: I’m assuming that during the depression and during World War II and after World War II there was a lot of migration from the south of workers looking for factory jobs and so it increased.

D: Have you spent any time in the gardens and stuff in Cleveland, like the parks along Martin Luther King Jr. and all these places?

G: No, MLK is still pretty much where you drive and I’ve seen some pretty nasty things happen in that area, so I don’t feel secure there.

D: What about a place like the wade oval?

G: Yeah, during the day it’s fine, but at night, again, I’m not sure that it’s so healthy.

D: Whenever you’ve driven past that place or when you’ve been there, are there a lot of people there or just a handful of people?

G: No, there are not a lot of people there, there’s not crowds of people, especially at night, which is why it’s not particularly safe. 

D: Should that park be left the way it is, or should they build something over it, or what do you think?

G: That’s a difficult question, because it is the museum district and potentially more people would go there.  I don’t think it needs any more attraction to draw people, it’s just that people don’t go there because they don’t necessarily see the need to go there, or don’t want to put their own safety at risk.


D: So it basically boils down to crime at the end of the day.  It’s the fear of crime that prevents people from going there?

G: Yeah, later in the evening the museums are closed.  But during the day, there usually are quite a few people down at the lagoon.

D: What, according to you, should be done to revitalize the gardens and the parks in the city?  There are quite a few, with the Metroparks and everything.  What can be done to get people into the parks to meet each other and develop the neighborhood?

G: That’s an issue of the viability and health of the neighborhoods, and whether there’s a lot of run down houses and crime and so on.  If you’re talking about the Euclid - Chester corridor down by the clinic, it’s not good.  You’ve got your big houses with chain link fences around them to keep people out.  It’s just a sign of the times, so do people feel safe down there?  No, of course not.

D: Which brings me to my next topic.  This construction company has developed housing near East 79th by the marketplace at church square, between Chester and Euclid Avenue.  Now, this is more upper-middle class housing.  It’s called beacon place, are you familiar with it?

G: Yeah, I drive by there all the time, so I see it and as far as I’m concerned, the huge houses on Chester and that housing building that you refer to as Beacon seem to be just appearance, it’s not substantial.  It’s a start but it’s done along major corridors to make people feel like it’s a nice community, but go a couple blocks off and run into something entirely different and not nearly as good.

D: So this is just a start, but is it a step in the right direction?  Do you think that if they develop more communities like this or more neighborhoods like the way that they’ve developed Beacon Place, will it help revitalize the city of Cleveland, the eastern parts of Cleveland, let’s say between East 55th and East 105th?

G: Yeah, I’m not so sure about that because I think a lot of Americans think that if you put in a housing development and put a shopping center nearby it’s nirvana.  And to me it’s not.  Number one, people have to feel safe in their community, and number two, there has to be entertainment, there has to be things they can do right in their community, and if you look closely, what’s there to do?  Yeah, they can go to the theater, there are a couple of museums in the area, but by and large it’s an area that has been torn down and is under development.  In the end, you have to give people major concessions, tax concessions and abatements, to get them to move in there.  So would I say it’s a step in the right direction?    No, not necessarily, because housing developments and shopping centers are not the answer to a fulfilling life.

D: Yeah, but if the population increases in the neighborhood, if people have more money to spend, if a higher income bracket segment moves into the neighbored, do you think that will promote the opening of more entertainment centers, like more theaters or pubs and nightclubs or things like that in the neighborhood?

G: Certainly, if you get a foothold going and you get a lot of people in that area.  Are you 
going to have a Little Italy, no probably not.  It’s not as cloistered and geographically protected as Little Italy is, but I think very global issues in that community have to be addressed for any sort of a plan to take a foothold.

D: What kind of global issues?

G: The basic issues that have to be addressed for a community to really grow in this area of Cleveland, is that you’re going to have to take care of the have not’s.  More jobs are going to have to be provided and just gentrification or moving in of higher income people is – sure, it could work, but where are the have not’s going to go?  Where do they go?  I think this is an endemic problem in Cleveland, where they’re more and more put into ghettos and closed communities where they’re not seen and until that issue is addressed, Cleveland will probably continue to be the poorest city in the nation with a population of over 250,000.  The other thing is that it’s important, in planning a community, to have basics from the beginning and not put them out when you have enough people to pay for them, because you’re in a catch-22 situation and some basic planning needs to be done there.  I don’t think developments and shopping centers are enough to draw people to a place.

D: You also mentioned the racial divide within the people.  Is it particularly bad or different from other cities in the United States?  Is there major segregation in Cleveland, or is it something that the people have just created in their own minds?

G: No, it’s not in their own minds.  It’s certainly real, but there are two types of segregation.  One is simply black and white, and the other is have and have not.  So it runs along economic lines, which is color blind, and it runs along racial lines, which is really prejudice oriented.  So those two together create very powerful influences that cause problems in really developing the city of Cleveland.  These are long standing, deeply rooted problems that have not been addressed because they exist today.

D: Do you feel that if you were to improve the economic situation of people in this city, would there still be segregation on account of color, or would that go down?

G: No, I think that when people have people have an opportunity and they’re not as frustrated with their lives, and they’re not as disenfranchised, there’s more of an opportunity for them to meet on an equal basis with other people, whether they’re rich, whether they’re middle income, or what.

(tape 2)

D: You mentioned how the economy of the city is affecting the life of the people out here, how lack of entertainment is affecting the life of the people out here, how about things like politics, the elections for the state government or the city government, how has that affected the life of the people out here in the past twenty years?

G: I think politics obviously plays a big part in the planning phase of things and I don’t see that there’s been a lot of planning done, and until the politicians address that issue and until they include the people in the community in the process of developing their own community – which is another big shortfall, there’s usually a heavy-handedness here, going behind the back of the people in the community, and it’s mainly run by politicians and developers, the two parties who seem to be making the money.  So by and large, planning is needed and participation by all the people in the community is needed and again, just housing and shopping malls are not going to make a community.

D: When you say people need to develop their own communities, can you specify exactly what you mean by develop their own community?

G: Well, people need to be involved in the decision making process.  If they’re not then they’re disenfranchised, and a lot of things happen which are disadvantageous for them.

So the politicians and developers are doing their own thing just because the citizens of the city are not involved as to what is going on in the city. The two go hand in hand because if you want to run through a project which you know that the residents of an area are not going to like, you really don’t make it public, keep it as secretive as possible.  And especially where they’re not really benefiting from the “enhancements” to the community, that’s a real problem.

D: What about education, it’s pretty obvious that the schools downtown and in East Cleveland cannot be compared with the schools in the suburbs of Strongsille or Parma.  Where does the problem lie, why is it that there’s such a difference between the education systems in the city of Cleveland and the cities around Cleveland?

G: Well obviously, the priorities of the state, federal, and local government in Cleveland have not been the right priorities.  Consequently, education and the infrastructure for education has suffered greatly and by and large, until that’s corrected you’re not going to get a mass influx of people in Cleveland and that’s been substantiated by the fact that the population in Cleveland has dropped consistently since World War II.  Again, you’re not gong to get middle and upper income people into the city unless they can actually put their kids through the schools, and so that’s a big problem. 

D: So the school situation improves, the level of education in the city improves, automatically everything else improves?

G: Yes, absolutely.

D: Last question.  You said you’ve been on the road, you’ve traveled a lot and everything.  You’re from Connecticut.  You’re not from Cleveland, you moved here twenty, twenty five years ago.  What brings you back to Cleveland again and again?

G: Friends and family, basically.  I’ve always for the past 10 years, haven’t really haven’t been career based in Cleveland.  I’ve had to go elsewhere to get work and to do work. And so even though I’ve lived in Cleveland, I’ve consulted and been part of organizations that were based elsewhere, so had to consequently do a lot of traveling, but mainly the things that have returned me to Cleveland are friends and family.

D: So Cleveland is home at the end of the day.

G: Yeah, exactly.

D: The one thing that stands out the most about Cleveland, the one thing that you like the most about Cleveland, what would that be?

G: That’s a good question.  Basically, it’s the friends and the acquaintances that I’ve made over the years here.  That’s been the most important thing.  Also, ties to organizations and institutions like Case and the Clinic.  I know a lot of people in those organizations and that brings me back to Cleveland, but it’s mainly a personal basis, it’s not on an organization or business level.

D: And the one thing that you dislike completely about this city, what’s the one thing you would change right now if you could?

G: Again, I think it’s the commercial and consumer idea that people are going to have a great life if they just have a shopping mall nearby and a 2500 square foot house, and 2.3 cars in the garage and whatever.  I think that people need more than that and this town is certainly evidence of that and perhaps most major cities in the countries are like this, but more so Cleveland because of the longstanding problems that this city has had.

D: But isn’t that the American dream, to have a big house, couple of cars, shop?

G: Yeah, it’s the American dream, but without education it’s going to be very hard to get to so it’s more like a carrot on the end of a stick than a reality.  For people who’ve got the means it’s reality, for people who don’t it’s not.  So saying that the American dream only exists for half or less of the population of the United States would make the American dream insignificant and unsubstantial.

D: And finally, do you have a particular favorite spot in the city, where if you wanted to, you can hang out or chill or just be with yourself, connect with your inner self, like a park, or a neighborhood, or any particular place?

G: Yeah, Little Italy, and particularly Murray hill in Little Italy.  Those are really the places that I gravitate to because I’ve worked here, I’ve been based here for quite some time and I have a lot of friends here.  And also Cleveland Heights, I gravitate towards that area because I know a lot of people in that town.

D: Thanks a lot for your time and the interview, I appreciate it

