
Education: Bachelor’s degree in
theater and dance, Michigan State
University, master of arts in dance,
New York University.

Claim to fame: Her print, e-mail
and Web site (www.getfinancially
hip.com) campaign to make 20-
somethings realize it’s hip to plan
for their financial future

Next step: Tak-
ing her finan-
cially hip cam-
paign
nationwide.

Di Cesare was
in graduate
school in New
York for a year,
just after the at-
tack on the
World Trade
Center. But un-
like many of her
peers in theater
and dance, she
wasn’t fantasiz-
ing of a career on
or off Broadway.
She was think-
ing it might be
more fun to fig-
ure out the
world of money.

The impetus,
she said, was
watching the
stock market
plunge on Sept.
11, 2001, know-
ing her parents’
nest egg — and
her college fund-
ing — were tak-
ing a huge hit.

“Seeing that
economic ruin
was terrible.
Everyone was so
invested in the
stock market and
lost so much
money. I remem-
ber watching TV
and seeing the
market crashing
and calling my
dad to tell him
they’d stopped
trading,” Di Ce-
sare said. “That
got me thinking
about money. I
became obsessed
about how it
works.”

Di Cesare’s
dad, Roberto,
was born in Italy
and owns Wash-
ington Town-
ship-based Italia Construction L.L.C.
She says she was always interested
in her father’s business, and he
would pass along financial tips and
advice. Three of her cousins, all
male, lived across the street in Ster-
ling Heights. “Dad always told me
and my sister, ‘See them? You’ll
have to work twice as hard as them
to make half as much money as they
will.’ ”

After returning to the Detroit
area in 2003, Di Cesare said she con-
sidered a teaching career and got
her certification after student

teaching through Oakland University.
But she kept hearing the call of

capitalism, took a series of classes
and exams and became a licensed fi-
nancial services professional for
New York Life. 

She said she trademarked the
phrase “Financial services for the
financially hip,” and registered the

domain name
www.getfinan-
ciallyhip.com,
which recently
got up and run-
ning. She deliv-
ers her “finan-
cially hip”
message on my-
space.com, in e-
mail blasts and
through a series
of eye-catching
ads in Six De-
grees magazine,
whose founder,
Justin Near, is
profiled on Page
15.

One print ad
carries the mes-
sage: “Ladies, if
we spent as
much time
planning our fi-
nances as we do
planning our
shoe collection,
we might have
the money for
MORE shoes.
Call me. Isn’t it
time we
talked?”

Di Cesare
said she wanted
“to create a
branding cam-
paign for young
people based on
the concept that
money is not
something to be
feared, but to be
understood.

“Why should-
n’t personal fi-
nance be as at-
tractive and
appealing as the
media we sur-
round ourselves
with on a daily
basis?”

Di Cesare, a
classically
trained balleri-
na, says the gap
between dance
and financial
advice isn’t as
large as it might
seem. 

“As a performer you’re running
your own business, you’re lining up
your performances. And music is
all numeric.”

Di Cesare hasn’t stopped pursu-
ing art. She won roles as an extra in
“The Island,” a 2005 big-budget Hol-
lywood thriller starring Ewan Mc-
Gregor and Scarlett Johansson, and
“The Crossover,” a low-budget bas-
ketball movie shot largely at the De-
troit’s Michigan Central train sta-
tion and released earlier this year.

— Tom Henderson

Education: Bachelor’s degree in economics, Uni-
versity of Michigan

Claim to fame: Part of a team that created a design
for a low-energy light to be installed in Corktown
this summer.

Next step: Work on more real estate redevelop-
ment opportunities and grow Farbman’s invest-
ment group.

Paul DeBono’s family lived in Corktown in the
early 1900s. When DeBono was a senior at the Uni-
versity of Michigan, he decided to move there even
though other family members had moved out.

Despite his long commute to college, DeBono
said the rich history and culture of the neighbor-
hood was appealing, and he quickly got involved
with community redevelopment.

He was a board member of the Corktown Consumer
Housing Cooperative, and then became treasurer.
This group was merged into the Greater Corktown
Development Corp., where DeBono put his financial
expertise to work. He then became president for
about a year.

“There had been many groups working on differ-
ent things. So really what we wanted to do was
combine the talent pool,” he said.

DeBono next founded the Design Think Tank with a
group of architects, graphic designers, urban plan-
ners and industrial designers. The group devel-
oped a modern art deco-style LED light. The low-
voltage light was created using automotive
stamping techniques and is scheduled to be in-
stalled initially around Corktown. About 50 of the
200 lights created will be installed this summer.
The light is meant to add another aesthetic element
to the neighborhood, he said. 

DeBono’s day job is as an assistant vice presi-
dent at NAI Farbman. He specializes in real estate
dispositions and repositioning. For example, he
worked on the sale of the Detroit DEA building,
which sold for about $25 million. In addition to re-
lationships, DeBono relies on his financial back-
ground to provide options and analysis for redevel-
opment properties or assets in foreclosure.

— Jennette Smith
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ROB HUEBEL

“Cass is kind of just trying to be a
Detroit record label that really just
focuses on 7-inch singles. It’s my fa-
vorite format for recorded music. It
kind of has been the premiere medi-
um for upcoming artists since Elvis
put out ‘That’s All Right’ in 1954,” he
said.

According to a story April 16 on
National Public Radio, sales of new
vinyl records are up 10 percent this
year to about 1 million. The renewed
interest is due, in part, to turntables
that can easily download the music
into digital formats.

Blackwell said he made an excep-
tion to his 7-inch vinyl philosophy
for Blanche, a band that was attract-
ing a lot of attention at the time.

“I’ve known Dan and Tracee
(Miller) since before that band when
they were in a band called Two Star
Tabernacle,” Blackwell said. “I saw
Blanche and really, really liked it.”

But since annual revenue for Cass
Records was $30,000 to $40,000 in its
best year, Blackwell also finds other
ways to keep busy. Blackwell is both
a freelance music critic for alterna-
tive weeklies and a drummer for

The Dirtbombs, a legendary local
band.

“It’s probably the best thing that
every happened in my life,” Black-
well said. “I’ve been to Europe a
handful of times, Japan, all across
America. It’s maybe not the best
way to see the world, but it’s proba-
bly for me the easiest — and to make
money doing it, you feel guilty al-
most because you are having so
much fun.”

Founded in 1986 and led by charis-
matic singer Mick Collins, The Dirt-
bombs blend stripped-down R&B
with full-throttle garage rock and
have helped define a Detroit music
movement that formed the backdrop
for the emergence of the White
Stripes. Blackwell joined the group
in 1999.

This year could be a big year for
Cass Records. On April 21, Cass
Records helped to release a new al-
bum for local garage rock band The
Go and several other releases are
planned.

— Brent Snavely

Why he lives in
metro Detroit:

“There’s no
place better I
could run my
record label. I

like the fact that
the scene in

Detroit is
relatively tight-

knit. In any
other city, if

you’re in a band
or running a
record label,
you’re one of

thousands. In
Detroit, you’re

like one in a
hundred.”

Why she lives in 
metro Detroit:

“I come from a big Italian
family. New York is an

amazing city and has a lot
to offer. But it’s a lonely

city. It’s hard to make and
keep friends. I’ve studied in
London, and I’ve traveled

all over the world, but I
always want to come back.

People here have heart.
Most of my friends have left

the state and many
continue to leave in droves.

So the challenge has
become to make Detroit a

young, vibrant place in
which to live.”

Why he lives in 
metro Detroit:

“Detroit drives a lot
of individual

creativity. There is so
much culture and

history here. People
always talk about
Detroit reviving

itself like Cleveland,
but what our city

offers is more in line
with Chicago and

New York. Our town
is very unique and
we need to learn 

how to 
embrace that.”

ARA HOWRANI
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