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‘Eyesore’ 50 years ago, Cuyahoga now a Kent magnet
One of the most picturesque 

— and busiest — locations in 
downtown Kent is along the 
banks of the Cuyahoga Riv-
er, which drew the Haymaker 
family to the area as its first 
settlers more than 200 years 
ago.

The riveredge park — which 
bears Kent’s original name, 
Franklin Mills — is now a year-
round destination, drawing 
visitors who stroll the walkway, 
enjoy picnics in the park area 
near the dam or simply watch 
the waters roll past. Wildlife 
— herons, turtles, ducks and 
other waterfowl — are anoth-
er attraction. Kayakers test 
their skills navigating the nar-
row channel beneath the Main 
Street Bridge, while braver 
souls swim there.

It’s a far cry from what it was 
50 years ago, when a Record-
Courier editorial described the 
areas along the river as “eye-
sores” and condemned the 
city for being “extremely neg-
ligent in not developing its riv-
er banks for park purposes.”

The idea of using the riv-
eredge for recreational pur-
poses had been raised peri-
odically since 1923, when the 
holdings of the Kent family 
were sold following the death 

of William Stewart Kent. Land 
along the river had been in the 
hands of the family since Ze-
nas Kent had acquired it near-
ly 100 years earlier.

But talk of transforming the 
river into an attraction nev-
er translated into action. In-
stead, the river was a magnet 
for pollution — an open drain-
pipe spewed waste into it near 
the Stow Street bridge well into 
the 1960s — as well as a dump-
ing ground for trash. 

By 1965, the river was a por-
trait of neglect. The water was 
polluted, the area along the riv-
erbanks was overgrown and few 
were tempted to swim there.

A group of civic organiza-
tions and the Kent City Park 
Board decided it was time to 
change that 50 years ago, an-
nouncing in June 1965 plans 
to transform the area between 
the Main Street and Stow 

Street bridges into a “riverside 
park” over a five-year period. 

The Kent Area Chamber 
of Commerce, led by John 
Falso, would serve as coor-
dinator of the project, which 
would include beautification 
of the river banks, construct-
ing of retaining walls, a deco-
rative fountain, walkways and 
a stone bridge to the island be-
neath the dam, where a picnic 
area was planned. 

Joining the Chamber in 
the project were members of 
the Kent Jaycees, who volun-
teered to clean the west side 
of the river bank; the Kent Li-
ons, who committed to rais-
ing $400 for a flower planter to 
be erected on stones adjoin-
ing the dam floodgates; the 
Izaak Walton League, which 
would join in the clean-up ef-
fort; and the Men’s Garden 
Club of Kent, which pledged 
to maintain the area when the 
project was completed.

Falso said the Chamber’s 
role would be “to keep inter-
est alive” in the long-range 
project, which was targeted 
for completion in 1970.

The park envisioned in 1965 
never came to be. The Jaycees 
completed the planter, but it 
eventually was demolished af-

ter a tree planted inside it be-
came overgrown. The bridge 
to the island picnic grove never 
materialized, possibly because 
the island in the channel was 
submerged periodicially. And 
pollution remained a problem.   

But the civic effort begun 50 
years ago was a starting point. 

Mayor John Carson, a vi-
sionary who took office in 1966, 
was a strong supporter of en-
hancing park and recreation 
opportunities and he shared 
hopes for transforming the 
downtown riveredge area. 

The Kent Environmental 
Council, formed in 1970, took 
up the cause. Volunteers from 
KEC spent weekends cleaning 
up the river, tackling the un-
derbrush and wading into the 
Cuyahoga to drag out old tires, 
bicycles and trash dumped 
there. It was challenging, dirty 
and, at times, dispiriting work, 
but they persisted for years. 

In cooperation with the 
Kent Park and Recreation 
Board, KEC created a walk-
way system along the west 
bank of the river in the 1970s, 
allowing visitors to travel along 
a path from the Main Street 
bridge south to Stow Street. 
The path was dedicated in 
honor of KEC stalwart Ernie 

Miller and the downtown park 
was designated as Franklin 
Mills Riveredge Park. 

As the 21st Century dawned, 
an EPA mandate aimed at im-
proving the quality of the riv-
er and enhancing aquatic life 
proved to be a major turning 
point. The end result  was the 
re-routing of the Cuyahoga and 
the elimination of the Kent Dam 
spillway. The dam pool was 
turned into Heritage Park, with 
a circulating waterfall and par-
tial reconstruction of the Penn-
sylvania & Ohio Canal lock wall, 
which dates to the 1840s. 

The restoration project was 
completed in 2005. In the de-
cade since, the park area be-
neath the Main Street Bridge 
has become a major down-
town attraction. The river that 
once was a polluted eyesore 
shunned by swimmers is now 
a free-flowing body of water 
that has become a magnet for 
kayakers and wildlife. 

Once condemned for its 
“failure to take advantage of 
these natural beauty spots,”  
the Kent community now 
takes pride in embracing the 
revitalized river and surpass-
ing the vision of those who 
dreamed of creating a park 
there 50 years ago.   
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Ravenna bears 
lasting signs of 
bygone era of 

industrial boom

TH E  D R I V E
into Ravenna from the 
south along Prospect 

Street provides a good remind-
er of the rise of manufactur-
ing in Ravenna and its years 
as an industrial boomtown.  
This story is well illustrated 
by two of Ravenna’s most im-
pressive industrial complex-
es, both built and occupied for 
many decades by the Cleve-
land Worsted Mills, manufac-
turers of wool yarn and cloth 
and for many years the city’s 
largest employer. 

The first complex to come 
into view off to the west along 
Lake Street at the Pennsylva-
nia (now Norfolk & Southern) 
Railroad tracks is the Anne-
var Mill(try spelling it back-
wards.) This complex start-
ed life as the Joseph Turner 
& Sons Mfg. Co. Turner had 
operated the Alpaca Mill in 
Jamestown, N.Y., but moved 
to Kent in 1878, where he oc-
cupied a mill building that had 
been constructed several de-
cades earlier by the Franklin 
Silk Company. That building 
still occupies a prominent site 
along the river in Kent.  

Turner also opened a branch 
operation in Ravenna. Even-
tually the Turner operation 
moved to Cleveland.  In about 
1890 the Turner Company, 
which was later reorganized 
as the Cleveland Worsted Mills 
Company, expanded operations 
in Ravenna because they need-
ed a great deal of clean water 
for their dyeing and finishing 
operations and realized that 
they could obtain it from lakes 
Hodgson and Stafford (now 
Sandy Lake). They also chose 
Ravenna, as many other indus-
tries did in the late 19th Cen-
tury, because it had become a 
transportation hub with three 
mainline railroads and two in-
terurban networks, a prime lo-
cation at the center of a trian-
gle defined by the industrial 
giants of Cleveland, Pittsburgh, 
Akron, Youngstown, and Can-
ton, an excellent school sys-
tem, an efficient fire depart-
ment, a budding road network, 
a tradition of Yankee entrepre-
neurship and a hinterland with 
a good supply of hardworking 
farm families interested in reg-
ular factory employment. All 
of these factors were critical 
in creating a great industrial 
boom in the city and through 
much of Northeastern Ohio 
starting in 1890 and not end-
ing until the Great Depression.

The oldest existing buildings 
in the Annevar complex are a 
group of brick structures with 
segmental arched windows 
and interior wood framing. 
This kind of structural system, 
known as “mill construction,” 
represents the standard type 
for American factories from the 
New England mills of the late 
1700s well into the 20th Cen-
tury. It was popular because 
it was inexpensive and stur-
dy and had two features that 
were of paramount importance 
to manufacturers. First, in the 
era before electric lamps were 
perfected, the large windows 
allowed daylight to penetrate 
deep into the interiors, which 
was critical for employees op-
erating machinery. Just as im-
portant in a building filled with 
highly flammable textiles, mill 
construction was fire-resistant. 
Although not completely fire-
proof, the big wooden columns 
and beams were slow to burn 

and as the outside of the wood 
charred it would help protect 
the interior of the structure. 

The tallest building in the 
Annevar complex provides 
a good example of the next 
generation of industrial build-
ings.  This five-story “daylight 
factory” was constructed in 
1914, part of a massive expan-
sion in the 1910s that includ-
ed most of the buildings still 
standing. When it was built, 
this was a modern structure 
with interior steel framing that 
was truly fireproof because it 
had no wood and allowed huge 
windows that permitted day-
light to flood into the interi-
ors.  In the years that followed, 
the company constructed two 
large steel frame dye houses 
with monitor lighting (win-
dows set into a kind of long 
shed on top of the roof) and 
huge and impressive pyrami-
dal ventilators.  

About two blocks north 
along South Chestnut Street 
and visible from the Pros-
pect Street bridge over the 
B & O (now CSX) Railroad 
is the company’s Redfern Mill 
(named for the local manager 
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of the factory) stretching 350 
feet to Prospect Street. Here 
the company took over an ex-
isting small factory structure 
built by H.W. Riddle in 1892 and 
vastly expanded to the north in 
the 1910s. The majority of these 
buildings were erected using 
mill construction.  

Ravenna industry continued 
to boom into the 1920s, but by 
this time industrial production 
had started to change yet again. 
Trucks started to replace rail-
road cars, making locations by 
the railroad tracks less impor-
tant. Manufacturers also found 
that instead of tall multi-story 
buildings, it was more efficient 
to have one- or two-story struc-
tures where most operations 
could take place on a single 
floor. These two factors togeth-
er resulted in an acceleration of 
the move of industrial activity 
from locations near the center 
of cities outward into peripher-
al areas where they could buy 
large land tracts that were still 
accessible by workers who in-
creasingly owned automobiles. 
There was also a move away 
from northern cities toward cit-
ies in the South and West where 
labor and land were cheaper. All 
of these things would eventual-
ly erode the region’s position as 
an industrial location. 

Ravenna retains a surpris-
ing percentage of its large 
pre-World War II industrial 
buildings. These buildings 
are not only among Raven-
na’s largest, but they are 
also among the city’s most 
impressive pieces of archi-
tecture. Because they were 
designed for industrial pur-
poses they were solidly built 
yet simple. But their simple 
appearance is deceptive be-
cause they are no mere brick 
boxes. The four-story daylight 
factory block in the Annevar 
complex, for example, has 
beautifully proportioned and 
carefully composed facades 
with just enough patterned 
brick and stone ornament to 
indicate the company’s de-
sire, even in a building meant 
to house industrial uses, to 
demonstrate  pride in its op-
erations and desire to embel-
lish the city’s civic realm. 

These buildings are also a 
tangible reminder of the pe-
riod in the late 19th and ear-
ly 20th century when Raven-

na was an industrial boom 
town.  Among the important 
manufacturers were the Byers 
Machine Co., which was or-
ganized in 1891 and opened 
a new factory in downtown 
along the Pennsylvania Rail-
road on Sycamore Street, the 
Ravenna Electric Lamp Co., 
the A.C. Williams Company, 
which came from Chagrin 
Falls in 1893 after the factory 

burned down twice due to in-
adequate fire-fighting capac-
ity, and the Oak Rubber Co., 
which moved to Ravenna in 
1917 after fire destroyed its Ak-
ron plant. It should be noted 
that this industrial boom had a 

big echo in downtown Raven-
na as the jobs created in these 
factories gave H.W. Riddle good 
cause to build the many com-
mercial and apartment blocks 
that define Ravenna’s historic 
downtown today.

Most of the products made 
in these vast complexes —from 
heavy machinery to toy bal-

loons — are no longer made 
in the United States, howev-
er the imposing buildings re-
main. Fortunately, the stur-
dy construction, large floor 
area, and unstructured spac-
es in these complexes pres-
ent many opportunities for 
creative adaptive reuse as the 
conversion of the Franklin Silk 
Company mill building on the 
river in Kent and hundreds of 

other examples of conversion 
for retail, loft residential, Inter-
net server farms, even industri-
al incubators around the coun-
try demonstrate. 

Ravenna has some splendid 
raw material. All that is now 

needed is a commitment to 
preserving local industrial her-
itage and the intelligent know-
how and effort to exploit the 
economic benefit of old build-
ings for new uses.

Jack Schafer is a Ravenna businessman 
with an interest in historic preservation. 

Robert Bruegmann is Distinguished Emeritus 
Professor of Art History, Architecture and Urban 
Planning at the University of Illinois at Chicago. 

the “o” building of the annevar complex, which dates to 1914, demonstrates the simple, but elegant propor-
tions that resulted from the desire to create a large, well-lighted interior in a simple straightforward fashion.

the John f. byers machine co. on mill Road, about 1900. these monu-
mental factories were built like cathedrals with huge arched windows, 
stepped and corbelled brickwork and stone trim.

Parapet detail on building “o” built 
in 1914. each building in the mill 
complex was identified by letter. 

one of two great 
dye houses at the 
annevar com-
plex showing its 
long row of mon-
itor windows and 
five great venti-
lators. the end 
wall was nev-
er finished, pre-
sumably because 
the company ex-
pected a further 
expansion. 

Although most Ravennans 
probably don’t think very often 
about Maple Grove Cemetery, 
it is a really fine example of a 
uniquely American landscape 
type. Unfortunately, like many 
cemeteries across the country, 
its character and beauty are 
threatened.

Maple Grove is surprising-
ly old. Its origins date back to 
1813, making it one of the oldest 
continuously used public places 
in the Western Reserve. There 
had been an earlier cemetery 
at the southeast corner of Syca-
more Street and Riddle Avenue 
laid out by Benjamin Tappan in 
1808, but it soon became appar-
ent that the growing town need-
ed a larger burial ground. Also, 
despite the fact that medical 
science knew little about how 
most diseases were transmitted, 
there was enough evidence to 
know that locating burial plac-
es at a distance from residences 
was a good idea.

The earliest portion of Ma-
ple Grove, originally a private 
burial ground called Evergreen 
Cemetery, was a one-and-a-half 
acre parcel in the southernmost 
part of the current acreage in 

what are now blocks 1 and 2. 
It is likely that it was laid out 
something like a traditional 
church graveyard or town buri-
al ground with a grid of paths 
giving access to closely spaced 
tombstones. Ravenna Township 
took over ownership in 1821.

Perhaps the most important 
date in the history of the cem-
etery was 1880, when the La-
dies’ Cemetery Association was 
founded. The group’s purpose 
was to help maintain and beau-
tify the grounds which many 
people at the time considered 
unkempt and unattractive. For 
at least 50 years they provided 
much of the leadership and the 
funds necessary to expand and 
transform the appearance of the 
cemetery. One of the Associa-
tion’s first acts was to raise mon-
ey to expand the cemetery and 
to plant hundreds of the maple 
trees that prompted a name 
change from Evergreen to Ma-
ple Grove and gave the cemetery 
much of its current character.

It was undoubtedly at this 
time that there was a distinct 
shift in the appearance of the 
place. On the new land, curving 
paths and water features were 
laid out in a style that had been 
pioneered earlier in the century 

Picturesque Maple Grove Cemetery 
Is Museum of Ravenna History
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by the creators of the “rural cem-
etery movement.” Starting in 
the 1830s with Mount Auburn 
Cemetery in Cambridge, near 
Boston, these designers aimed at 
creating an artfully constructed 
rural landscape where nature 
became the dominant element 
and the tombstones secondary 
features within the overall com-
position. Wide sweeps of mowed 
lawn, clumps of trees, rivers and 
ponds created an idyllic setting 
for gravestones and mausole-
ums.

Once this pattern was estab-
lished it spread quickly across 
the North American continent. 
Following Mount Auburn came 
some of the most prominent 
cemeteries in the country: 
Green-Wood in Brooklyn, Mount 
Laurel in Philadelphia, Forest 
Park in Cleveland, Spring Grove 
in Cincinnati, and countless oth-
ers all the way to the West Coast. 
Akron’s Glendale Cemetery is a 
particularly fine example for a 
smaller city.

And so is Ravenna’s Maple 
Grove for an even smaller town. 
The Ladies’ Cemetery Associa-
tion worked diligently to make 
it a showplace. About 1900 the 
cemetery expanded yet again 
with the purchase of the Hart 

Farm on the north side of the 
property. It was laid out in a 
more formal pattern of squares, 
circles and hemicycles recall-
ing City Beautiful planning 
concepts of that era. In 1902, 
the present yellow-brick chapel 
was built by local builder P.L. 
Frank, and in 1911 a new stone 
entrance gate designed by lo-
cal architect J.A. Green, later 
destroyed in the widening of 
Chestnut Street in the 1970s. 
In 1913, Superintendent R.E. 
Gifford completed two memorial 
mounds for local chapters of fra-
ternal organizations, one for the 
Foresters of America and one for 
the Knights of Pythias.

Something of the pride citi-
zens felt for the cemetery is ap-
parent in the florid descriptions 
of the day -- for example, this 
quote from the Ravenna Demo-
crat Press in June 1893:

“While much has been said 
and written concerning Maple 
Grove Cemetery, its beauties 
of trees, lawns and flowers, we 
think it was never so beautiful 
as this summer. Surely if the 
bereaved hearts of mourning 
friends can be brightened and 
cheered by the smiles of Nature, 
they will find a solace in Maple 
Grove. With its stately trees, 
smooth mown surface, lovely 
lakes and beautiful drives, it 

modifies the grief of the afflicted 
ones who visit its silent retreats 
and soothes the weary heart 
with suggestions of peace and 
happiness.”

The activities of the Ladies’ 
Cemetery Association are a 
reminder that during the late 
19th and early 20th Centuries, 
cemeteries, along with death 
and dying generally, played a 
much larger place in everyday 
life than they do today. Not only 
were graves visited and tended 
frequently by family and friends 
and numerous ceremonies per-
formed, but also the cemetery 
served many functions that we 
currently associate with parks, 
for example strolling and pic-
nicking. They were not the iso-
lated, even scary, places that 
they later became. In 1997, the 
cemetery came to be jointly 
owned by the township and city 
of Ravenna.

Today much of the physical 
fabric of Maple Grove survives. 
Despite the decrease in fund-
ing for upkeep, a great deal of 
deferred maintenance on build-
ings and monuments, and a 
diminished ability to maintain 
and enhance the landscape, it 
remains one of the most historic 
and attractive places in North-
eastern Ohio. No other cemetery 
in Portage County can surpass 
the picturesque design of Maple 
Grove.

It is, first of all, a superb land-
scape with its 69 acres of broad, 
rolling lawn punctuated by five 
small lakes, a roadway system, 
hundreds of trees and bushes, 
mostly rhododendrons, hydran-
geas and azaleas, that provide 
a splash of color in the spring. 
Maple Grove is also a splendid 
outdoor public sculpture gallery 
with monuments from every pe-

riod since the mid-19th Centu-
ry, mostly in stone but a few in 
cast iron. In one place a rustic 
tree in concrete stands inside a 
plot edged in concrete logs. In 
another a small angel peers out 
from a bank of ferns. Imposing 
stone mausoleums rise from the 
top of a hill where, in death as 
in life, its owners look down on 
the less affluent below. Visible 
off in the distance are clusters 
of soaring obelisks. In addition, 
there are two major examples of 
Victorian Gothic architecture, 
the 1902 brick chapel and the 
1879 stone receiving vault. With 
its landscape, sculpture and 
architecture, Maple Grove is a 
miniature version of the grand-
est 19th Century cemeteries in 
America. It is also a museum of 
Ravenna history, a kind of vast 
biographical index recorded in 
stone.

However, like many cemeter-
ies all across the country, Maple 
Grove is an endangered land-
scape. Cut off from most daily 
activity, out of sight and out of 
mind for most citizens, without 
a powerful advocacy group like 
the Ladies’ Cemetery Associa-
tion, its beauty and historical 
integrity are threatened. This 
is one of Ravenna’s most signif-
icant historical assets. And like 
the recently restored flagpole, 
one that serves both city and 
township. It will require some 
hard thinking and advocacy to 
bring it back into the everyday 
orbit of most citizens and to as-
sure the attention and funding 
necessary to maintain it for the 
next 200 years.

Jack Schafer is a Ravenna businessman 
with an interest in historic preservation.  

Robert Bruegmann is Distinguished Professor 
Emeritus of Art History, Architecture and Urban 

Planning at University of Illinois at Chicago.


