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The Tremonster is a newspaper by and for the neighborhood of Tremont in Cleveland, 
Ohio.  A Tremonster is anyone who loves our shared neighborhood of Tremont.  Any 
Tremonster may submit materials for consideration by the 18th of each month to:

TheTremonster@TheTremonster.org or PO Box 6161, Cleveland, OH, 44101.
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Tremont Ambassador: Ernie Lubinsky

by Dan Sandoval
Bernie Sokolowski, Mary Lou Balbier, and 
Mike Sokolowski—the third generation of 
the Sokolowski family to run Sokolowski’s 
University Inn (1201 University Road, 
216.771.9236)—are very protective of 
their cousin, Ernie Lubinsky.  Perhaps 
it’s something they picked up from their 
mother, Marion, who made a point of 
including Lubinsky in all family activities 
and made sure he kept on his own path in 
life.  According to Balbier, both Marion 
and their grandmother, Catherine, looked 
right past Lubinsky’s challenges with 
autism to fi nd character that was good to 
the core.
In this special report, The Tremonster will 
take a closer look at Ernie Lubinsky, a 
Tremont Ambassador.
Tremont has undergone a signifi cant 
metamorphosis over the past few decades. 
This neighborhood morphed from a 
hardscrabble section of Cleveland—
struggling with the ills that plague many 
large cites—to being one of the top 
destinations for entertainment and living 
in the city. Tremont’s transformation is due 
to its visionaries who saw the potential to 
turn this area into a Cleveland hot spot and 
invested money and time to make these 
dreams a reality.
However, visionaries can’t create 
community by themselves. Community 
is made up of many people who, through 
the more challenging times and now 
during the successes, have been exemplary 
Ambassadors of Tremont.
One such person is 65-year-old Lubinsky, 
who has been a particularly visible beacon 

for Tremont his whole life. Those who 
have spent a great deal of time in this 
neighborhood know Lubinsky is one of 
Tremont’s most positive representatives.
For those who have yet to meet Lubinsky, 
he has worked at Sokolowski’s University 
Inn for 47 years. In fact, he has spent his 
whole life in Tremont, including going to 
school in the neighborhood. 
“Honest to God,” said Bernie Sokolowski, 
“People come in and ask about Ernie. 
Everybody knows Ernie—they want 
to see him,” Sokolowski emphasized. 
“He overcame a lot of obstacles. He is a 
productive person. He doesn’t ask for 
anything.”
Balbier shakes her head when she talks 
about how special Lubinsky is. “He is 
something special,” she said, shaking her 
head and searching for words to describe 
the positive impact he has had on so many 
people. “Everybody just feels so much 
better after seeing him. People are just so 
kind-hearted when they see him.”
“What’s the weather going to be like 
tomorrow, Ernie?” one customer asks 
Lubinsky. Being an amateur meteorologist, 
Lubinsky shouts out the forecasted 
temperature. “Hey Ernie, take care,” 
another customer calls out as a group heads 
out the door. Lubinsky smiles his genuine 
smile and waves back.
Other customers ask Lubinsky about 
some of his favorite musical groups. Each 
interaction highlights the connection so 
many people have with him.
Along with his affi  nity for all things 
weather-related, Lubinsky also collects 
paper maps, records (Elvis Presley, The 
Beach Boys, the Beatles, and the Monkees, 
if you are asking), pinball machines (yes, 
pinball machines) and hats. Lots of hats.
Balbier says that Lubinsky’s interest in 
collecting hats has him frequenting many 
of the local thrift stores and Goodwills on 
the lookout for a cap or hat. In fact, his love 
of hats has become so well-known that 
people come in to the restaurant looking 
to give Lubinsky a hat or other pieces of 
clothing to add to his collection. Balbier 
estimates that right now he has over 300 
hats. 
Balbier said Lubinsky has many qualities 
that make him a particularly interesting 
person. “He knows the weather; he knows 
dates better than anyone; he is great at 
reading maps—he can take you anywhere 
in the world on a map.” She added, “And 
he knows how to fi x radios!”
 “He is a great shopper,” Sokolowski 
explained. “He goes to Goodwill. We 
take him to Half Price bookstores—he 
buys his maps there. He has a collection 

of maps that will knock your socks off ,” 
Sokolowski notes. “He also likes to talk 
about the moon and knows everything 
about it. And he knows his rock and roll.”
“All these customers stop in and give him 
things. What does that tell about Ernie,” 
Balbier asked, “When they come in and 
say, ‘I have a hat for you Ernie?’ It just 
speaks volumes about 
how people feel about 
him.”
While Lubinsky displays 
great kindness toward all 
the customers, Balbier 
said that his favorite 
people are the Cleveland 
Police. “Ernie loves the 
police,” she stressed. 
And the feeling seems to 
be mutual. Balbier notes 
that police have given 
Lubinsky rides through 
the neighborhood in their 
cruisers. Other police 
offi  cers have given him 
police hats, shirts, and 
even full uniforms. 
“He’s our number one,” 
Balbier stresses. “He 
takes care of the dish 
room; he takes care 
of pots; he does the 
vacuuming; he is the 
key locker; he waters 
our fl owers,” Balbier 
noted. “But more than 
just the work he does,” 
she continued, “he is just 

very kind-hearted…he is very innocent.” 
Lubinsky’s friendliness with customers 
and infectious optimism are on display at 
Sokolowski’s University Inn every day.
When trying to synthesize Lubinsky’s 
impact on the family and what he means to 
the neighborhood, Balbier gets a bit misty-
eyed and struggles to fi nd the right words 
to capture Lubinsky’s essence. “He is so 
special…he brings a tear to my eye…and 
he could never hurt anyone,” she added. 
When he isn’t spending his day tinkering 
with radios or sprucing up Sokolowskis, 
Lubinsky spends time on regular walks 
through a good part of Tremont, looking 
through albums at Loop Café, going for 
pizza at Crust Pizza, getting his hair cut 
at Gentleman’s Barber Shop on West 
11th Street, or attending Mass at St. John 
Cantius every Saturday. Balbier quickly 
added, “And he makes sure that he always 
donates.”
If you need to fi ll your heart or your 
stomach, stop in and say hello to Ernie 
Lubinsky and the Sokolowski family at 
Sokolowski’s University Inn Monday-
Thursday (from 11 am–3 pm), Friday (from 
11 am–3 pm/5–9 pm), or Saturday (from 4 
pm–9 pm).  You won’t be disappointed.
Do you know of someone who is an unsung hero 
of Tremont?  Please forward contact info by 
email to TheTremonster@TheTremonster.org, 
o r  b y  m a i l  t o  P O  B o x  6 1 6 1 , 
Cleveland, OH, 44101.     

Photo by Rich Weiss

Ernie Lubinsky has been a staple at Sokolowski’s University Inn for the past 47 years.  Frequently seen walking in Tremont, Lubinsky is a well-known personality 
to those who have spent time in our neighborhood. Monthly, The Tremonster is delivered to Sokolowski’s just after the iconic restaurant closes, and Lubinsky is 
always eager to read about the neighborhood he loves.

Photo by Bernard Sokolowski III

Ernie Lubinsky (left) and Steve Varcello, 2014 Photo by Rich Weiss
Ernie Lubinsky, Pinball Wizard, at home

Photo courtesy of the Sokolowski Family
Tremonsters may recognize this 2007 photo of a young Ernie Lubinsky 
(right) and Bernie Sokolowski from its time on the walls of University Inn.
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My Roadmaster Bicycle

• Love working with children
• 

Available
• Immediate Openings
• 
• 

• Health Insurance & Generous 

• 
• 
• Discounted Childcare

Apply online at  
HorizonOhio.org

MEMORIES FROM TREMONT AVENUEKEN
SCIGULINSKY’S

by Ken Scigulinsky
In May of 1948, in celebration of my 10th 
birthday, my parents bought me a brand 
new top-of-the-line Roadmaster bicycle. It 
was an unexpected, unbelievable gift that 
I know my parents could ill afford. The 
Roadmaster had shock absorbers, a light 
on the front, a horn, a rack on the back, 
and whitewall tires. My shiny new bike 
was something I took great pride in, and I 
was very selective regarding who I would 
let ride it. My role model friend, Red, who 
was two years older than me, got to ride it 
fi rst because he taught me how to ride on 
his bike. One evening I allowed the older, 
very attractive sister of a school classmate 
to use it. She totally destroyed my hope of 
any romantic relationship by taking my 
bike on a lengthy ride to see her boyfriend.
Most of my bike riding was done in the 
immediate Tremont neighborhood, but 
once I embarked on a long journey with 
Mitro, a relatively new friend. Mitro and 
his brother, Mike, moved to the Southside 
after WWII, probably 1947, with their 
widowed mother as displaced persons. 
They were not twins, but I have a mental 
image of them wearing identical sweaters, 
both with their hair swept back on the 
sides, a style that was alien to us kids. The 
end of the war had left thousands of people 
stranded in Europe with no homes to return 
to. Some people had been forcibly sent to 
Germany for slave labor to support the 
war effort, while others were simply faced 
with the prospect of returning to cities in 
ruin. These people were called displaced 
persons and many were able to immigrate 
to other countries, including the United 
States. As an example, between 1947 
and 1953 the city of Cleveland recorded 
about 6,000 Hungarian displaced persons 
entering the city; but there were immigrants 
from many other countries as well. These 
displaced persons were commonly referred 
to as “DPs.” Unfortunately, I do not recall 
what country Mitro and Mike were from; 
however, I know they must have been from 
Eastern Europe because they were able 
to speak with some Russian neighbors on 
Tremont Ave. Metro and Mike were both 
slightly older than mw and lived in the area 
we called the “Projects” – a public housing 
project offi cially named Valleyview, at 
the end of Starkweather St. along West 
7th. I always regarded the “projects” as a 
highly desirable living area since they had 
smart-looking 2-story brick dwellings, 

playground equipment, murals, large 
cement statues of animals, and wide spaces 
between the apartments. Valleyview was 
replaced many years ago.
Mitro and I spent a lot of time together, and 
although his English skills were limited, 
we were able to communicate. Early on a 
hot summer afternoon in 1948, we decided 
to use my bicycle to do some exploring. 
I started peddling, with Mitro sitting on 
the steel tube between the seat and the 
handlebars (that was the way we carried 
a passenger) heading for Brookside Park 
off West 25th. It was not a smooth ride 
since we frequently had to switch between 
sidewalks and street but we successfully 
reached our destination. After spending a 
little time at the park and zoo, we decided 
to return home, but Mitro wanted to 
peddle the bike. On the Brooklyn Brighton 
Bridge (West 25th St. Bridge) we swapped 
positions and headed north towards 
Cleveland. An elderly man on the sidewalk 
ahead of us was casually walking in the 
same direction, unaware of us; however, 
as we approached behind him, he must 
have sensed something coming and he 
unexpectedly moved to his right, blocking 
the area of the sidewalk where Mitro was 
headed. As the path was narrowed, Mitro 
swerved right, off the curb, and into the 
path of on-coming cars. We collided with 
the front fender of a car and I was knocked 
unconscious, fi nally awakening on my 

back in a daze. My vision was blurry, but 
I could see the bike was badly damaged. 
The front wheel was totally bent, the 
bike was on its side, and I imagined the 
bike was a total loss. Mitro was sitting 
on the sidewalk, unhurt, but I was not. 
My left shoulder hurt badly. The driver 
of the car we hit drove me to Deaconess 
Hospital, about a mile away, where it was 
determined I had a fractured shoulder. My 
injury necessitated positioning my left 
hand over my right chest and wrapping it 
in a fi xed position. When my dad visited 
me, I was relieved that he was concerned 
for my well-being and not with the damage 
to the bike. After an overnight stay in the 
hospital, I returned home with my arm 
uncomfortably wrapped against my chest 
for many days while the fracture healed. 
People remarked that it was fortunate that 
we were on vacation because if I were in 
school, I would not be able to write since 
I am left handed. Amazingly, the bike 
was repaired, and I rode it for many years 
after the accident. I had a reminder of the 
accident whenever I rode over a large 
bump. The shock absorber springs would 
pop out of their retainers, and I would have 
to stop and re-seat them by pounding them 
back into place with my palm. Over the 
years, I still wonder how Mitro got back 
home and who retrieved my bike and sent 
it for repair.          

A top-of-the-line, 1948 Roadmaster bicycle
Photo courtesy of Ken Scigulinsky
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Yes! Cleveland Joins Say Yes to Education

by CMSD News Bureau
Cleveland has become the fourth chapter 
of Say Yes to Education, a historic 
development that will bring college 
scholarships to CMSD students while also 
providing services designed to keep them 
on track to graduation.
For a city with the nation’s second highest 
rate of child poverty and a low percentage 
of college graduates, the move promises 
to be a game changer. Besides opening 
doors for students who may have once 
dismissed post-secondary education as 
unaff ordable, creating Say Yes Cleveland 
has the potential to attract new residents 
and spur economic growth.
Philanthropist George Weiss, who founded 
the national nonprofi t Say Yes organization 
31 years ago, announced Cleveland’s 
selection Jan. 18 at the John Marshall 
Campus. Students who packed the gym 
stood and cheered, while others saw the 
event live-streamed in an overfl ow area 
and high schools across the District.
“Say Yes to Education is the right thing at 
the right time for the Cleveland schools, 
for the city of Cleveland and for you,” 
said Mayor Frank G. Jackson, who joined 
other community leaders in applauding the 
news.
How the scholarship plan works
Starting this spring, students can receive 
up to the full value of tuition, minus federal 
and state aid, for any public two-year 
college, four-year college or Pell-eligible 
technical program in Ohio.
Scholarships also can be used 
at the more than 100 private 
colleges and universities that 
belong to the National Higher 
Education Compact. The names 
of 12 new compact members 
were announced Friday, 
including local institutions Case 
Western Reserve, John Carroll, 
Baldwin Wallace and Notre 
Dame.
The scholarships can be used 
only for tuition, not for expenses 
such as housing, books and 
meals.
Recipients must live in the 
District and attend CMSD or 
partnering charter high schools. 
Current high school students who 
maintain residency can qualify, 
but starting with the Class of 
2023, recipients must have been 
enrolled continuously from ninth 
grade through graduation.
Students entering the gym did 
not know why they had been 
called together; seniors Lynnae 
Howard and Jasmin Diaz were 
unaware even as they took the 
stage to extend greetings to 

dozens of community leaders and other 
adults in attendance. 
“People are in debt because of college,” 
said Lynnae, who plans to attend Ashland 
University, another new compact member, 
to study forensic science or prepare for a 
career in the sports industry. “It’s amazing 
we don’t have to worry about that.”
“I think it’s going to change lives,” said 
Jasmin, who intends to study social work 
at Ohio State University. “A lot of people 
don’t have this kind of opportunity.”
CMSD, Say Yes hope to reverse trend
Under The Cleveland Plan, CMSD has 
seen its graduation rate reach a series of 
record highs, and fewer of those graduates 
have required remediation in college.
But the number of District graduates who 
enroll in college has gone down. District 
CEO Eric Gordon notes that Buff alo, 
another Say Yes chapter, has seen college 
enrollment rise.
“Our families don’t have conversations 
about going to college,” Gordon said. 
“Parents don’t want to promise their kids 
something they can’t give them.”
Say Yes Cleveland is a community eff ort. 
Besides the District, partners 
include Cuyahoga County, the 
City of Cleveland, Cleveland 
Public Library, Cleveland 
Teachers Union Local 279 
and the Cleveland Council of 
Administrators and Supervisors, 
an association of District 
offi  cials. Foundations and other 
entities provided strong support.

“When there’s a challenge, we fi nd a way 
to come together and make a diff erence,” 
Cuyahoga County Executive Armond 
Budish told the students. “We’re here for 
you, and we will not let you down.”
The community is raising enough money 
to fund scholarships for 25 years – two 
generations of students. So far, more than 
40 foundations, corporations, families 
and individuals have contributed nearly 
$90 million, or $15 million more than the 
national Say Yes organization had required 
to launch the chapter.
The number needs to reach $125 million. 
Say Yes Cleveland will seek to raise the 
balance over the next fi ve years, and 
leaders are confi dent they will reach their 
goal.
Say Yes Cleveland is trying to create a 
culture around going to college or enrolling 
in other post-secondary training. They say 
the mindset is critical to keeping the region 
competitive in an ever-changing economy.
“Have tenacity and dare to dream big,” 
KeyBank Chairman and CEO Beth E. 
Mooney, another speaker, told the students 
at John Marshall. “When you’re done, 

there’s a place for you in our companies.”
Support services are key
In addition to scholarships, Say Yes 
Cleveland will align existing community 
services, in and out of school, to help 
students and families overcome barriers
to success. Examples include tutoring,
after-school programming, mental-health 
counseling and free legal assistance.
Every school in the District will be
assigned a family support specialist, or
case manager, who will customize services
to families’ needs. Services will be rolled
out in 15 percent of the schools next school
year and be phased in at the rest over the 
following three years.
“The scholarships are important,” said
Gene Chasin, president of the national Say 
Yes organization. “But the real story is the
work that goes on to provide academic and
non-academic support needed going all the 
way back to kindergarten.”
College Now Greater Cleveland will 
assign a mentor for each of the District’s 
seniors. The mentors will check in with the 
students by email twice a month and help 
connect them with internships and jobs.
The national Say Yes organization
selected its fourth chapter from a fi eld
of 20 communities. The number was cut 
to six, and then two before Cleveland 
was chosen. Chasin said Say Yes looked
for commitments, across sectors, to
transparency, collaboration, data-based
decisions and sustainability.
National Say Yes leaders worked with
the community partners for more than 
two years on a host of tasks that included 
developing the scholarship model, raising 
money, ironing out memorandums of 
understanding and crafting a plan for the
support services. The national organization 
also provided $15 million for start-up 
costs.
CEO Gordon said the Say Yes decision
helped fulfi ll a promise he made after 
being named CEO in 2011.
“I knew 7 1/2 years ago that Cleveland
would keep that promise,” he said.
“Dreams do come true”.       

Eric Gordon spoke at a January 18th event celebrating Cleveland’s selection as the next Say Yes to Education community.
Photo by CMSD News Bureau
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Duck Island Resident Holds Ongoing Discussion 
with CPP about W 17th Construction

 by The Tremonster
Lorilei Bailey has the best little house on 
Duck Island.  The 1890 home she started 
renting in 2013 is nestled in a forgotten 
bend on the furthest ridge of the northwest 
corner of Duck Island.  The property 
makes effi  cient, unique use of every square 
inch of land around the 1,488 square-foot 
single-family colonial home.  Around the 
ridge-facing side, invisible from the street, 
is a slice of land with a brick patio and 
yard furniture for a small gathering space.  
For Bailey, her home is close to work, 
aff ordable, and in a walkable neighborhood, 
but more than that, it’s perfect.
But perfection can be fl eeting.  Block by 
block, we have all noticed the break-neck 
pace at which our surroundings have 
changed in Tremont.  For Bailey, her 
surroundings began to change before she’d 
had time to unpack her toothbrush.
“When I moved in, this was an empty 
lot,” Bailey gestured across the street.  “It 
had one little shanty house in a beautiful 
garden.  [Developers] knocked that down, 
like, the week I moved in, and proceeded 
to build all these (Bailey indicated to the 
condos now lining the south side of W. 
17th Street).”  
To understand the depth of her frustration 
with more recent Cleveland Public Power 
(CPP) work, it’s important to understand 
the injury to which CPP is adding insult.  
Before CPP arrived, Bailey got up-close-
and-personal with Northeast Ohio Regional 
Sewer District’s combined sewer overfl ow.
“After [developers] started construction 
down there (Bailey poin ted  fur ther 
west, down W. 17th Street), I ended up 
having a huge sewage explosion in my 
downstairs bathroom—which, obviously, I 
can’t point fi ngers, but it did all coincide 

RAY FLANAGAN
Friday, February 15 @ 7:30pm
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MARDI GRAS IN KODACHROME
Saturday, March 2 @ 7:30pm
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THE SUNDAY BEAT: BRENT KIRBY
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BOOK SIGNING: GOOD KIDS, BAD 
CITY BY KYLE SWENSON
*Featured speaker at Cleveland City Club*
Wednesday, February 20 @ 7:00pm
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beginning on her parcel and running west 
along the ridge side of W. 17th Street) was 
a cute, little woodland thicket.  You see: 
there are saplings, there are larger trees up 
the hill…I wouldn’t be surprised if this had 
been clear-cut before—but you can see my 
cottonwood [front yard tree], which has to 
be 200 years old, they butchered several 
diff erent times.”
Bailey said the CPP crew began installing 
new, super-tall replacement utility poles 
right next to the older poles on W. 17th 
Street.  She asked the workers if this 
process would involve the utility pole in 
her front yard and they said it would.
“I said, ‘Okay…make  su re  these 
deer statues aren’t messed up’ (because 
the ornamental deer were close to the old 
pole).   I came home one day…there’s 
sawdust everywhere.  I’m like, ‘what the 
hell is going on?’  I see they hacked this tree 
again; they’re down there hacking other 
trees…I freak out on them.”  According 
to Bailey, the crew claimed they were just 
private contractors, and told her to fi nd 
their on-site foreman.  “When I did so, I 
got to someone who said, ‘Oh yeah, we’re 
with CPP.’  I repeated, ‘Please watch out 
for the [ornamental] deer.’  I came home, 
there’s more sawdust everywhere, and 
the ornamental deer are thrown into the 
woods.   The next day, I came home and 
they’re ripping out the pole.  They had a 
truck backed up here, on my property—he 
didn’t ask me about one lick of that—and 
I said, ‘What the hell do you think you’re 
doing?’  ‘Oh, well, our Foreman said we 
asked your guys’ permission.’  I said, ‘No 
one asked me for my permission…and I’m 
the only one who lives here.”
These kinds of communication problems 
can be diffi  cult to resolve while workers are 

already working with 
heavy equipment in 
your yard.
“I found the same 
[on-site foreman] 
and he said, ‘Oh, 
well, that was what I 
was asking when you 
told me to move the 
deer.’  I’m like, ‘You 
didn’t ask me s**t—I 
told you not to mess 
up my deer.’  It’s so 
strange, the way that 

in two diff erent instances they’re like, ‘Oh 
yes, we acted according to protocol’ or 
‘Like when I talked to you earlier,’ and I’m
like, ‘What?’  It takes a lot of equipment 
to get these poles in, and they’re all over; 
never talked to me.”  Bailey felt she was
being managed like a nuisance as opposed
to being treated like either a CPP customer 
or a resident.  
“That branch (Bailey pointed to a
missing arm of her front yard tree)—that 
branch used to hang gorgeously over my
driveway…my car wouldn’t get heated up 
in the sun…all that great stuff .
Every day I came home to a new thing.”
The next day, the CPP crew’s surprise was
the clear-cutting of a wide section of the
wooded thicket along W 17th Street with 
a bulldozer.  Bailey said, “As you can see,
[the work crew] left debris and piles of
earth—see the bulldozer tracks that come
right up to my house?  They were just 
seriously plowing it—bulldozing though
this forest; then they dig a trench.”
A trench?
“The diagonal trench ran about 40 feet and
three or four feet-deep.  Next, they put in
this PVC piping to run cables—I think, so 
that views aren’t obstructed for the new 15-
year tax abatements—and then they poured 
cement over it.  I mean look at this—this is
crazy.  This was just grass.”
Bailey walked along a small section of 
land.
“This was wildfl owers—I used to pick day
lilies right here.”
IThe Tremonster     
Bailey walked to another small section,
bent down, and came up holding a
discarded three-foot segment of thick,
industrial wound wire.  “Like this—what 
the heck?”
Story update:  The day after our interview,
Bailey texted The Tremonster to let us 
know CPP had sent a representative to her 
home:
 “Hey, I thought I would mention a man
came to my house today [from] CPP.  I
answer the door and he said he got a call
about stolen deer, but the deer are there—
so why am I lying?  I about fell over.  I then 
say no, the deer were misplaced, and I had
to drag them back to where they were…
but the bigger issue was the trespassing
and my now mud-fi lled-lawn.  He then 
stated that it was all city property and that
it didn’t look any better before CPP did
their work.  One of the rudest men I have 
encountered.  I wasn’t wearing shoes and
asked him, ‘Excuse me, please come back 
to my door—” and he waved me off .  So, 
then I put on shoes and a coat and ran out 
to read his name tag.  As I was going back 
inside, I waved to him across my front yard
and said, ‘this is all f**ked.’  He then told 
me not to swear.  Hold me back!”
CPP could not be reached for comment.
Do you have a reaction to this story?  If so, 
we’d like to hear from you.  Please forward
your thoughts by email to TheTremonster@
TheTremonster.org, or by mail to PO Box 
6161, Cleveland, OH, 44101.        

Lorilei Bailey, here pictured with her yard, both ornamental deer, a 40-
foot long stretch of bulldozed land, some debris, and a new utility pole.

Photo by Rich Weiss

BOOK LAUNCH: BORN TO LEAD – 
AMERICANA MUSIC TRAILBLAZERS
Friday, February 22 @ 7:30 pm

THE SUNDAY BEAT: 
JASON PATRICK MEYERS
Friday, August 17 7:30 pm

with heavy rain and heavy 
construction right by my 
house.”
After enough time in Tremont, 
anyone is likely to hear the 
graphic and nerve-fraying 
cleanup stories following such 
a fl ooding.  Bailey cleaned up 
and stayed because she loves 
her perfect house, but suffi  ce 
to say, before CPP began 
construction work a couple of 
years ago, she already felt like 
she’d been dealt a raw deal.
Then, CPP started construction.  
“When it all started, this (Bailey 
specifi ed the wooded area 
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Jeff Chiplis: Tremont Neon Artist 

by Bruce Checefsky
Where were you born, and how did you 
end up in Tremont?
I am Hoosier originally. I’ve recently 
extricated my taproot from Indiana. My 
sisters and I just sold our parents’ house. 
We have no reason to go back there. I ended 
up in Cleveland because back in 1978 I had 
a job off er and fi ancée. As it would happen, 
the job worked out for about three or four 
years, and the fi ancé—[it] was maybe a 
year before we discovered our sense of 
humor was diff erent. Fast forward a couple 
of years. I was looking for an art studio. 
I went for pierogi at the old Jeff erson Inn 
on Professor Avenue with a friend.  I didn’t 
know what a pierogi was then.  They were 
amazingly good. On our way out the door, 
he pointed to a building across the street 
and said it was for sale. I told him that I 
was interested in it. The owner’s name 
was Hubert. He was 104 years old. Hubert 
named his price, and I bought the property 
from him. He lived to be 107 years old.
What was Tremont like back then?
Tremont was called the Wild Wild West, 
but it was more likely the Wild Wild 
Southside. I moved here in 1980 and if 
(Ward 3 Councilman) Kerry McCormack is 
reading this, I would like him to introduce 
a new tax rebate for people that have been 
in their houses for forty-years. It would be 
a great way to thank people for sticking 
around.

You’re a neon artist. 
What  was  your 
training in art?
I went to a major 
M i d w e s t e r n 
University called 
Indiana (laughs).  I 
got my Bachelor 
of Fine Arts in 
Sculpture. I didn’t 
see any need to go 
to graduate school 
because I thought it 
was a big waste of 
money unless you 
wanted to teach. I 
didn’t particularly 
want to teach. You 
could spend that 
money on quality 
studio time and get 
input from your peers 
as well as you could 
in graduate school. 

Were there many artists living in Tremont 
when you moved here?
In the early 1980s, I told a lot of artists 
looking for space to come to Tremont 
because you could buy a house for the 
same price as a used car.  Some artists took 
me up on it, while others thought it was too 
scary to live here. There was some crazy 
stuff  going on in the neighborhood like 
drug dealers on street corners selling drugs 
in broad daylight. 
More artists moved in towards the end 
of the 1980s when art galleries started to 
open up. Ron Naso had a studio gallery in 
Tremont.  Dana Depew opened Asterisk 
Gallery on Professor Avenue in the early 
1990s. It’s unfortunate now that the gallery 
situation faded to the background because 
of the price of real estate.  
Now, when people ask me about Tremont, 
I tell them its overdeveloped. The block 
clubs and Tremont West Development 
Corporation are way too loose on approving 
building variances.  They make it easy for 
developers and builders to do whatever 
they want.  Any piece of dirt bigger than a 
postage stamp someone will try to build on 
it. Duck Island is a good example. 
The place is totally changed, but I’m here 
for the long run. 
How has the infl ux of new housing 
changed the character and makeup of the 
neighborhood?
Tremont used to be a neighborhood with 
very mixed incomes, races, and ethnic 

makeup. That’s all gone. The Polish-
Ukrainian families that used to live here, 
both parents and grand-parents are all gone 
but not only because of age. Developers 
are buying them out at low prices.  There’s 
hardly any distinction with the new 
construction. The buildings look all the 
same. I call it ‘television architecture,’ 
where everything you see is in the front.  
Whatever happens on the sides is not 
important, and everything comes in from 
the back. I’ve always thought the design 
could be better.  If you’re going to build a 
half-million-dollar townhouse, they should 
be nice looking. But developers don’t want 
that. They build as fast as they [can], and 
it’s all about the money.  People want to 
buy new, and they’re willing to pay for it.
You’ve been very active with SPACES 
Gallery as an artist and board member.  
How long have 
you been there and 
what changes have 
you seen?
I’m still a board 
member. It’s been 
great. SPACES 
celebrated its 
fortieth anniversary 
this year, and I’ve 
been with them for 
thirty-nine of those 
forty years. As 
long as it continues 
to be fun, I’ll 
continue to serve. 
We have great 
leadership right 
now. We’re putting 
on some really 
amazing shows.  
I enjoy meeting 
the visiting artists 
that come through 
the program.  SPACES exhibition with 
Chicago artist Michael Rakowitz as part 
of the FRONT International is a good 
example of what we can do. Rakowitz’s 
‘A Colored Removed’ was reviewed in The 
New York Times and by several leading art 
publications.
Your work as a neon artist can be seen all 
around town in art galleries, restaurants, 
bars, and public spaces. How did you get 
involved with neon?
I did a lot of assemblage-like things when 
I was in college.  On one of my trips back 
to Indiana after moving to Cleveland, 
I visited an abandoned service station 
in the town with neon wrapped around 
the counter. I brought the tubing back to 
Cleveland in my Chevy Chevette and took 
them to a guy in town and asked him how 
to make them work.  He pulled out a big 
transformer, hooked a couple of wires to 
it along with the glass tubes, and boom! 
Wow! It got me on my way. I was hooked 
on the mystery of neon and argon. I have 
a large vocabulary of glass to work from.  
All of my glass comes from other recycled 
sources. I’m not a tube bender. 
I want to ask you about something that 
happened to you in 2010. You were shot on 
the streets of Tremont. What happened?
I was on my way to Pats in the Flats. It was 
a beautiful summer night about 10:30pm 
following an Art Walk. I thought I’d 
walk to Pats to listen to some live music. 
As I was walking down the hill someone 
yelled from a distance, then two guys 

ran up behind me.  They wanted my cell
phone and wallet. I thought that having to 
replace all those numbers in my cell phone
was going to be a real pain in the ass, and
I don’t want to have to chase down my
one credit card, so I told them, No! They 
were surprised. They were like, “What?” I
turned and ran down the hill towards Pats. 
I should have zigzagged. I heard a click,
click, click bang and felt something like
a bee sting on the back of my calf.  Then
another click, click, click bang.  This time 
I got shot in the ass. Luckily, I still had my
phone with me. I called 911 and paramedics
were there within minutes. I went to Metro
Hospital; a great doctor that also happened
to be a Hoosier put me back together
again.  I was in intensive care for a while.
I couldn’t work for eleven months. My
wife Cynthia changed my bandages. She 

was my Florence
Nightingale.   
Did the police ever
catch the gunmen?
No, the gunmen had 
hoodies pulled over 
their heads, so all I
could see was a gun 
barrel pointing out
from their sleeve. 
Has that experience 
changed the way
you make art?
It was scary, but
we live in the 
city. This could
happen anywhere
or anytime. I
don’t blame the 
n e i g h b o r h o o d . 
There were 
moments when I
was lying on that
hard metal slab

cursing those guys because it wasn’t fun. 
I don’t think the shooting changed my
work but I certainly recognize life and 
what a joy it is to get up in the morning
and go outside to see the sky and breath the 
air.  I appreciate more of life, period.  The
love and support I got from the public at
large and the art community was amazing.
People that I didn’t even know would walk
up to me and ask how I was doing. I’ve
learned to smile a lot and say thank you.
Do you have a reaction to this story?  If so,
we’d like to hear from you.  Please forward
your thoughts by email to TheTremonster@
TheTremonster.org, or by mail to PO Box
6161, Cleveland, OH, 44101.      

Photos by Bruce Checefsky
Jeff  Chiplis, lit by his neon artwork

Jeff  Chiplis’ neon artwork

Jeff  Chiplis’ neon artwork Jeff  Chiplis
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C L E V E L A N D  M E T R O P O L I T A N  S C H O O L  D I S T R I C T

CHOOSING THE RIGHT 
H I G H  S C H O O L
IS THE MOST IMPORTANT
STEP YOU CAN TAKE FOR 
YOUR CHILD’S FUTURE

INCOMING FRESHMEN – 
CHOOSE YOUR CMSD HIGH SCHOOL TODAY! 

Choose NOW. Choose CMSD!
ChooseCMSD.org | 216.838.3675

Say Yes scholarships available 
to CMSD graduates!

CMSD residents who enroll as freshmen in a District high school 
and continue through graduation are eligible for Say Yes scholarships 

to college or technical school after graduation.
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