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“We’ve been thinking about this 
for a long time,” he says. “My father 
[Carl Milstein] passed away in 1999 
and I was determined after he passed 
to bring this added entertainment to 
Northfield Park.” 

Carl was a real estate developer who 
built homes and high-rise apartments 
in the 1950s, ‘60s and ‘70s and his com-
pany became Associated Estates Realty 
Corporation (now publicly traded as 
REIT) as well as Prestige Management 
Company, which develops office, retail, 
residential and industrial properties. In 

1984, he bought a struggling harness 
racing facility, Northfield Park Race 
Track, with partner George Steinbrenner 
and leased it for 12 years before taking 
over the management reins and turning 
it into one of the premier harness racing 
tracks in the county. 

“My father was a visionary in many 
ways,” Brock says. “He stood up at an 
industry meeting in the late 1980s and 
said that he thought there should be 
casino gambling at the race tracks. 
Everybody in the racing industry looked 
at him like he was crazy. Believe it 

or not, he put the Cleveland’s Casino 
sign on the Northfield Park grandstand 
building back in 1989.” 

So, with a firm grasp of his father’s 
vision and an eye on building a 
legacy and tribute to his father, Brock 
Milstein planned for what is now the 
Hard Rock Rocksino. 

“My father was the inspiration for 
this,” Milstein says. “He was a visionary 
who wasn’t afraid to take big risks. To 
spend $268 million here, I would say 
I don’t know if I would have had the 
vision and the courage if I hadn’t seen 
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I t look less than a year for the Hard Rock ‘Rocksino’ at Northfield Park to be built and the 
Northeast Ohio community seemed amazed at how fast it went up. But majority owner Brock 

Milstein is quick to point out that “it was a multi-decade process.” 
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him do it time and again over a 50-year 
career. In some ways, I definitely wish 
we would have had the opportunity to 
do this sooner.”

Waiting 15 years was a double-edged 
sword, he adds. 

“The bad news is that it took so long 
to make this happen,” he says. “Over 
that time period, Ohio missed out on 
billions of tax dollars that were col-
lected in surrounding states that had 
gambling, jobs that were created and 
hundreds of millions of dollars that 
were invested in bordering states. The 
good news is that it gave us the oppor-
tunity to look around the country to 
see what people were doing right and 
wrong and decide exactly what we 
wanted to build in Northeast Ohio.”

The delay also created an opportu-
nity that wasn’t on the table earlier 
– to partner with a solid interna-
tional brand, Hard Rock, to bring the 
Rocksino to life. 

“It was an incredible opportunity that 
I could not say ‘no’ to,” Milstein says. 
“Working with Jim Allen and the entire 
Hard Rock team has been amazing. I 
have never met a more experienced, 
hard working group.”

Blending Hard Rock & local ‘brands’
When Milstein sat down to negotiate 

with the Hard Rock executives, there 
was a shared vision. “We were on the 
same page from the beginning,” Milstein 
says. It was believed from the start that 
the “one size fits all” approach wouldn’t 
work in Northeast Ohio, nor is it what 
both organizations wanted. 

The plan took shape in a conference 
room at the international headquar-
ters for Hard Rock International in 
Orlando, Florida. “We literally 
started from scratch,” says Hard Rock 
International Vice President of Design 
and Development Joe Emanuele. An 
architect by trade, Emanuele started 
in Atlantic City and worked on every 
casino there (except for Revel). He 
worked on Foxwoods and Mohican 
in Connecticut and also rebuilt three 
casinos together in Biloxi, Mississippi 
after Hurricane Katrina. He joined Hard 
Rock four-and-a-half years ago.

“We wanted to build something that 
was very special here, something more 
than just a gaming facility,” Emanuele 
says. “Years ago, it didn’t matter what 
you built. [Gamblers] came. But today, 

because gaming facilities are so regional 
and very social, you have to create some-
thing that entices people to come here 
for more than just putting money into a 
video lottery terminal. They can go down 
the road and do the same thing. So what 
we tried to do here was build something 
very unique and new. We want people to 
feel that this is a very special experience.”

Great care was taken to blend the 
very strong and recognizable Hard Rock 
brand into a facility that was distinctive 
and uniquely representative of Northeast 
Ohio. “The amenities we incorporated 
here, such as the Hard Rock Café, which 
has live entertainment, and the Hard 
Rock Live music venue (fifth of its kind 
in the world), speak to the region’s roots 
and give our guests a myriad of enter-
tainment options under one roof.”

And while being unique was an 
underlying objective, Milstein and 
his Hard Rock partners also strove to 
adhere to what they called “Casino 101” 
principles. “People want convenience, 
they want the right amenities and they 
want to find their way around easily,” 
Emanuele says.

As for the design components, 
Clevelanders are proud of their rock roots, 
which fed the plans for the Rocksino. 
“We knew, for example, that the whole 
Alan Freed radio show and ‘home of 
rock and roll’ is important history to 
Clevelanders,” says David Bowen, prin-
cipal of Richard L. Bowen + Associates. 
“So there are design elements throughout 
the Rocksino that speak specifically to 
Clevelanders to make them feel at home. 

Hey, there’s only one Rocksino in the 
whole world and that’s right here in the 
home of rock and roll.” 

Hard Rock has its own design team 
in-house, which worked closely with 
New Jersey-based SOSH Architects and 
Bowen to blend its distinctive brand ele-
ments into the Rocksino.

“We had meetings in Orlando at the 
Hard Rock International headquarters 
including one in the vault where their 
entire memorabilia inventory is kept,” 
Bowen says. “It was incredible – but it 
was also tremendously helpful to grasp 
what the brand is all about.”

Amplifying the collaborative process
Perhaps it goes without saying that 

building a facility from the ground up 
requires good cooperation between all 
those involved. 

However each of the team members 
were quick to point out that the level 
of collaboration on the Rocksino was 
“at another level.” 

“We’ve been intimately involved 
since July 2012 when this project was 
basically an idea on a napkin,” says Bob 
Fenlon, project executive with Gilbane 
Building Company, the construction 
manager on the Rocksino. “Being active 
in the design phase helps us instanta-
neously evaluate the concepts of the 
project and make recommendations and 
adjustments as we go, which helps save 
time and money.”

The Rocksino was truly a build from 
scratch. The only thing that was in place 
was the property. So everything had to 

DRAWING A PAIR	Located	adjacent	to	the	existing	Northfield	Park	live	harness	horse	racing	
track,	the	first	ever	Hard	Rock	Rocksino	merges	gaming,	restaurants	and	live	entertainment.	
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be planned and placed, including utili-
ties – power, sewer, water – and long lead 
items like generators and equipment. 
Some builders might consider that an 
extraordinary challenge, but Gilbane 
saw it as a major advantage. “We didn’t 
have to rework or work around estab-
lished issues like you do when you’re 
renovating an existing facility,” Fenlon 
says. “And the Village of Northfield was 
incredible to work with, too.”

“[Northfield] understands what the 
Rocksino means to their community 
and they’ve been wonderfully support-
ive,” says Milstein. Fenlon agrees, “Their 
crews have been great to work with 
when it came to establishing the ties 
to utilities and so forth.” Milstein and 
Fenlon both complimented the Summit 
County Building Department and its 
spirit of cooperation and responsiveness, 
as well. “They’re as good as they come,” 
Milstein says.

Rounding out the team were the 
architectural firms. “We decided that 
we wanted both a design architect and 
an architect of record here in Ohio,” 
Milstein says. “We interviewed a number 

of people and I was very high on Richard 
L. Bowen + Associates and I have to tell 
you, they went above and beyond.”

Ironically, Richard L. Bowen + 
Associates had never worked on a 
casino before the Rocksino. Bringing 
them into the project was a testimony 
to Milstein’s confidence in them – and 
the balance that was created between 
the team members. 

“It sounds cliché, but everyone was 
able to put their egos to the side and say 
‘ok, how are we going to get this project 
done in one year,’” Milstein says, point-
ing out that he is one who routinely likes 
to be active and involved in every phase 
but his confidence in the assembled 
team gave him the freedom to step back 
and let them execute his vision. 

“The working relationship between 
us and SOSH was seamless,” Bowen 
says. “To execute a plan, we would 
all get together, knock around ideas, 
go back to our offices, work on it and 
come back together to see what the best 
approach might be. Then Gilbane was 
there all along the way, pricing things 
out as we went to decide if the plans we 

made fit the budget, and so forth. We 
always had the budget and timeframe in 
focus as we worked and everyone was in 
sync. It was great.” 

While it was a first time venture 
for Bowen, casino building and oper-
ation experience is plentiful on the 
team. Beyond Hard Rock International, 
Gilbane and SOSH Architects have 
done extensive work in the industry 
including Scioto Downs, a project they 
did together in Columbus, Ohio.

Shovel in ground to smashed guitars
Planning and design collaboration 

continued throughout the building pro-
cess even after ground was broken in 
January 2013. “We were constantly in 
touch with each other, making modifica-
tions, checking schedules and managing 
our budget carefully,” Fenlon says. “We 
had at least three bids on everything on 
the project from the generators to the 
finishes to the tile on the floor and we 
sat with literally everyone to be sure we 
were in concert.” 

It was a fast-track project, which 
meant that even without the final draw-

STAGED SETTING	A	theme	of	the	design	was	to	feature	the	customer	as	the	center	of	entertainment.	For	instance,	the	Center	Bar	–	adorned	
with	rock	and	roll	memorabilia,	including	a	motorcycle	once	owned	by	Eddie	Van	Halen		–	is	elevated	like	a	concert	stage.



	 www.propertiesmag.com			5	

ings in hand, Fenlon and Gilbane 
knew what the intent was. “It’s our job 
in construction management to get 
into the heads of the designers, engi-
neers and owners and understand what 
they’re looking for even before the 
final plans are in place,” Fenlon adds. 

Fenlon’s casino-building experi-
ence came in handy throughout. For 
example, he recommended a raised 
access floor for the gaming room. 
This was unusual to the specifications 
usually adhered to by the Seminole 
Indian Tribe (the owners of Hard 
Rock International). Hard Rock had 
planned to use a walkerduct system, 
which they had used in their other 
properties. However, Gilbane did a 
cost analysis and demonstrated that 
$250,000 could be saved by install-
ing the raised access floor instead 
– despite the fact that the materials 
were more expensive. When factoring 
in the installation and the productiv-
ity of the electrical components, there 
was not only a significant cost savings, 
there was an added benefit of flexibil-
ity and time savings. 

There were other unique construc-
tion elements used. For example, 
normally for the exterior envelope, 
structural steel, studs, densglass, 
tyvek and insulation would be used. 
However, Fenlon promoted using a 
composite metal panel, manufactured 
by Centria, that is an all-in-one system 
(includes the densglass, tyvek and 
insulation). The advantage was speed 
– Gilbane was installing 6,000 square 
feet per day, which helped them get 
enclosed and under roof faster during 
the winter months. 

Fenlon notes that all of the subcon-
tractors recognized the timeline and 
jumped through hoops to hit their 
deadlines and meet budget. “This was 
a massive paving project,” says Paul 
Phillips, principal at Chagrin Valley 
Paving. “It’s easily the largest paving 
job we’ve ever worked on and it 
should have probably been a two-year 
project given the scope. But we had 

the manpower to get the job done and 
wrapped it up in five months. Beyond 
the material needed and the actual 
work that had to be done, [the sub-
contractors] also had to work around 
each other and cooperate. Everybody 
worked well together.” 

 Milstein notes that there are exam-
ples throughout the facility of the 
team finding ways to save time, reduce 
cost, execute the plan cooperatively 
and improve the final product without 
jeopardizing quality or straying from 
the vision. “I would be remiss not to 
mention Gene Stancak and Jess Burts, 
our owner’s representatives, who worked 
tirelessly with Gilbane and all the trades 
to ensure a smooth process from start to 
finish,” Milstein says.

“We’ve worked with Brock [Milstein] 
and Northfield Park for more than 20 

years so we know his standards,” says 
Phillips. “We also appreciate his loy-
alty and his style. He’s the kind of guy 
who does what he says he’ll do and he 
expects everyone who works with him 
to do the same thing.” 

Playing to the audience
Consideration was given to a wide 

spectrum of features that make the 
entire Hard Rock Rocksino experience 
a pleasant one for guests. That feeling is 
prevalent from the moment one drives 
onto the property. There are multiple 
entrances and, while there is parking 
360 degrees around the building with 
3,000 parking spots within 350 feet of a 
door, visitors can use the complimentary 
valet service if they prefer. 

“We did a traffic study and learned that 
half of our [customers] would come from 

CROWD PLEASERS Helping	to	differentiate	
the	 Rocksino	 are	 signature	 Hard	 Rock	
elements,	 including	 a	 retail	 store	 (top)	
and	 plenty	 of	 music	 memorabilia,	 such	 as	
authentic	Jackson	5	outfits	(bottom).	
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the north and half from the south,” says 
Milstein. “So we purposely divided the 
building, north/south, so that you don’t 
have a lopsided gaming floor.”

Comfort and convenience are key 
design components in the nearly 
200,000-square-foot facility. Everything 
is on one level – no steps. All the 
amenities surround the gaming floor, 
providing more energy on the floor. 
State-of-the-art technology is preva-
lent throughout the building, from 
automated attendants for valet service 
to electronic cashiers, ATM machines 
and, of course the video lottery ter-
minals (nearly 2,300 of them). There 
are even three heated smoking patios, 
complete with VLTs so that people are 
comfortable and still able to game. 

SOSH Architects approached 
the interior design for the Rocksino 
inspired by the vision of Brock Milstein 
and the Hard Rock International team. 

“Our charge was to make the 
Rocksino a destination, not just 
another gaming parlor,” says SOSH 
Principal Thomas Sykes. He points 
out that the theme behind the interior 
design was to feature the customer as 
the center of the entertainment. “You 
are literally walking onto a stage where 
you’re the entertainment.”

SOSH Director of Design Michael 
Mangini notes that this theme carries 
from the outside and through the front 
door with straight sight lines to the 
Center Bar as the jewel. 

“Even the ceiling design emphasizes 
the amphitheater effect,” he says. 

There is a radial focus, which is the 
Hard Rock Café, Sykes adds. “This 
draws the visitor’s eye and attention 
to the heart of it all, the hub of 
entertainment and the base of the 
Hard Rock brand,” he says. “You won’t 
find this building anywhere else. This 
[Rocksino] really fits Cleveland.” 

There were hundreds of renderings, 
and the entire building was modeled Ph
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EASY ACCESS	 There	 are	 multiple	
entrances	 to	 the	 Rocksino	 and,	 while	
there	 is	 parking	 360	 degrees	 around	 the	
building	 with	 3,000	 parking	 spots	 within	
350	 feet	 of	 a	 door,	 visitors	 can	 use	 the	
complimentary	valet	service	if	they	prefer	
(top).	Visitors	are	greeted	by	one	of	Hard	
Rock’s	 massive,	 iconic	 signs,	 in	 this	 case	
modeled	 after	 a	 Gibson	 Les	 Paul	 electric	
guitar	(bottom).
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three-dimensionally so, as the design and 
build progressed, all members of the team 
could see what could be and then make it 
happen – or adjust to make it even better. 

“We did an animation to follow from 
the drive in and walk up to, into and 
through the building so we could see 
what the customer would experience 
before it was even built. A lot of 
‘imagineering’ went on here,” Mangini 
says. Bowen adds that full-size mockups 
of various components of the project 
were built in a warehouse to gain a 
greater grasp on how things would work 
together or need to be tweaked. 

Supporting the sense of theater and 
entertainment is the signature memora-
bilia strategically positioned throughout 
the facility. More than $1 million in 
archival materials is on display in the 
Rocksino, carefully selected and placed 
by Hard Rock’s worldwide Memorabilia 
Designer Giovanni Taliaferro. The 
collection includes garments worn 
by Madonna, Jon Bon Jovi and the 
Jackson 5, and even Nancy Sinatra’s 
boots. A centerpiece near the Café is 
a motorcycle once owned by rocker 
Eddie Van Halen.

Asked about his selection from the 
collection for the Rocksino, Taliaferro 
says picking music and entertainment 
memorabilia was easy given the city’s 
rock history but he especially enjoyed 
reviewing and selecting the Cleveland 
Browns “treasures” from Bernie Kosar’s 
private collection. 

“I learned so much about the Cleveland 
Browns and really appreciated the pas-
sion that local fans have for their team 
– and especially Bernie’s passion for the 
city and fans,” Taliaferro says. 

The Kosar collection features per-
sonal memorabilia from his high school, 
college and NFL career. Footballs, hel-
mets, trophies and awards are in the 
collection. However, some of the most 
interesting pieces are his personal game 
notes, which are framed and positioned 
throughout Kosar’s Wood-Fired Grill, an 
upscale steak house – one of four eateries 
at the Rocksino.

“We want every Hard Rock property 
to be a museum,” says Taliaferro. “And 
actually, at the Rocksino, we have two 
museums here – the rock and entertain-
ment side and the Bernie Kosar/Cleveland 
Browns side. Now that’s unique.”

A cornerstone of the dining and enter-
tainment experience at the Rocksino is 
the signature Hard Rock Café. It fea-
tures a wall of monitors behind the bar 
that can be raised into the ceiling for a 
clear view of the small venue stage in 
the Café from the front entranceway of 
the Rocksino. 

The Constant Grind is the Rocksino’s 
24/7 bistro that features sandwiches, hot 
specialty coffee drinks, sweets and more. 
And the Fresh Harvest is a 288-seat 
buffet that’s open from 8 a.m. to 9 p.m., 
Sunday through Thursday, and 8 a.m. to 
10 p.m. on Friday and Saturday.

Hard Rock Live is a concert-style 
music venue that fits a hole in the 
entertainment market locally, size-wise. 
It was a planned, conscious decision 
to build a live event venue with 2,000 
seats – between the arena and stadium 
venues and the smaller show houses in 
the market.

“The Club,” a 320-seat comedy club, 
is slated to open in February.

Hard Rock with a ‘soft opening’ 
The Rocksino opened on December 

18, 2013 to positive reviews, which 

POISED FOR PERFORMANCE The	Rocksino	is	equipped	for	events	of	various	sizes.	Hard	Rock	Live	is	a	2,000-seat	concert-style	facility,	The	Club	
is	an	intimate,	320-seat	venue	focusing	on	comedy,	magic	shows	and	parties,	and	a	third,	smaller	stage	is	located	in	the	Hard	Rock	Café	(above).
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wasn’t a huge surprise. Hard Rock is 
renowned for the preparation of its oper-
ations and service crew and Jon Lucas, 
president of the Rocksino, had the team 
in full stride when the doors opened. 
Lucas leads a team of 750 employees 
who underwent extensive training prior 
to (and after) the opening.

“Part of the reason we decided to 
go with the Hard Rock was that we 
wanted to partner with someone who 
had significant gaming and hospitality 
experience running the place,” Milstein 
says. “We didn’t want to reinvent 
the wheel or risk learning on the fly. 
Thankfully we found an unbelievable 
management team, led by Jon Lucas, 
that combined has multiple decades 
of gaming experience. Bringing [those 
individuals] on and letting them run 
with it assured that we would be up 
and running, operationally, without too 
many complications.”

The continuous improvement philos-
ophy is fully executed at the Rocksino. 
The entire construction, design, engi-
neering and operations team meets 
regularly to address any enhancements 
that can be made to improve the cus-
tomer experience. 

“We look at everything from the qual-
ity of the food and service in the dining 
facilities to the lighting and cleanliness 
of the restrooms,” Lucas says. 

Planning ahead to stay ahead
“It seems like only yesterday that 

we were all sitting in the field office 
trailer looking at a parking lot and 
pictures of what we envisioned the 
Rocksino would look like,” says Gene 
Stancak, of Adam Building Company, 
owners representative on the project. 
“Today, when I walk through the front 
door as both a fan and customer, I am 
so proud of what we’ve accomplished 

and for having been part of such an 
amazing project.”

The story doesn’t end here, however. 
The management team is already draw-
ing customers from outside the initially 
targeted 100-mile radius of the Rocksino. 
Several groups are currently bussing to 
the facility throughout the week. Now 
plans are underway for a hotel and park-
ing garage to accommodate long-range, 
extended stay customers.  

“There is no specific time frame for 
these additions but we’re excited by the 
prospects of adding this dimension to 
the Rocksino experience,” Lucas says. 

The potential is there. The Hard 
Rock Rocksino recorded sales of more 
than $8 million between opening day 
(December 18) and the end of 2013.

Reprinted with permission from Properties 
Magazine, February 2014. For more info, visit 
www.propertiesmag.com.
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APPETIZING OPTIONS	One	of	several	dining	choices	at	the	Rocksino,	Kosar’s	Wood-Fired	Grill	is	a	180-seat	steakhouse.	Providing	a	unique	
touch,	the	restaurant	features	memorabilia	from	Bernie	Kosar’s	personal	collection	of	Cleveland	Browns	“treasures”	and	more.	


