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City tries to pump up its crews down under



Most afternoons Darren Ford works in the sewer, installing special valves on catch basins to prevent flooding. But on Thursday, while Ford might have been lifting manhole covers, he was elbow to elbow with more than 800 cheering sewer workers in a sweltering auditorium west of the Loop.

The curious scene that unfolded there could have big implications for your basement. For an hour and a half, Chicago's Sewers Department held a pep rally for virtually all of its employees, who flooded the streets afterward with the words of Vince Lombardi dancing in their heads and, ostensibly, newfound resolve to give it up for a dirty, thankless job. 

"Winning is not a sometimes thing. It's an all-the-time thing," the city's new sewers commissioner, John A. Roberson, 32, told those gathered, quoting the late, hard-driving football coach as he stood at a lectern glaring out over the packed auditorium.

A banner on the wall behind Roberson's head read, "Bringing Sewers Above Ground."

"I firmly believe that any man's finest hour ... is that moment when he has worked his heart out in a good cause and lies exhausted on the field of battle, victorious," the commissioner said.

The rally at the Plumbers Union Hall in the 1300 block of West Washington Boulevard was not a first for the department, but the last time so many sewer workers gathered together under one roof was 25 years ago.

Among those in attendance Thursday were Kevin Benak and Frank Montague, who had spent an evening earlier in the week using a rope to haul a trapped dog out of the sewer at 31st Place and Kostner Avenue.

'When You Flush, Think of Us'

"We're revealing our four-year strategic plan to our employees," department spokeswoman Robin Taylor said, "and we're trying to pump people up."

The meeting was mandatory. "There are no exceptions!" blared a departmental memo last month announcing the gathering. Supervisors were required to bring time sheets and workers remained on the clock.

In addition to a talk by Roberson, the workers heard a motivational speech by former Chicago Bear Chris Zorich.

Some in attendance said they saw great value in the rally. "The whole thing about this is they're listening to the workers on the street," said Mark LeBaron, a 24-year veteran of the department who wore a button that read, "When You Flush, Think of Us."

Others were baffled, unable to reconcile images of valor and glory with an often filthy job that turns your Nikes prematurely gray.

"A lot of the guys don't understand what this is all about," said Frank Coconate, 43, a 23-year veteran of the department. "It's kind of like a high school thing. A pep rally? I mean, we're guys who've been around for 15 or 20 years."

As sewer workers descended on the hall for the rally, one growled at another, "So what the hell's this big meeting about?"

Roberson, who took office in January, acknowledged that some approached the meeting with suspicion.

"With a new commissioner, people are always going to be skeptical," Roberson said. "Some people leading up to the rally would say, 'Commissioner, what is this about?'

"It created a sense of excitement and anxiety."

Roberson came to the department from the Chicago Housing Authority, where he was chief of development, overseeing the CHA's $1.5 billion program to build or rehabilitate 25,000 housing units. Previously, he was an assistant to Mayor Richard Daley and purchasing manager for the Chicago Park District.

"There's nothing exciting about sewers," he said. "People call us only when they have water in their basement."

Said Ford: "I get very dirty. It can be a dirty job. The reaction most people have is, 'Wow, I can't believe you do that.'"

People might be even more incredulous about sewer workers having a pep rally, said employee Pat Maloney, 25.

"I suppose the concept is a little, uh--not what would be expected," Maloney said.

Idea inspired by a war

Roberson said the idea behind the gathering began to grow long before he took over the department, when he served in the military during the Persian Gulf War.

"When I served, it was really a great opportunity for me to see how I was a part of the larger picture," Roberson said. "People want to be motivated. They want to believe in something.

"I wanted the opportunity to roll out the department's strategic plan for employees and to get them pumped up about being part of the Sewers Department."

Department veteran Michael DiIacova was one of the few at Thursday's rally who had been around long enough to have attended the last one at a church a quarter century ago. Then as now, he explained, "It was a pep talk to get the guys motivated."

DiIacova stood at attention listening to Roberson and Zorich, sweat shining on his forehead.

"It's a good way to raise morale," DiIacova said.

LeBaron agreed--though he couldn't say exactly how the pep rally started. When it began, at 1 p.m., he was in the restroom washing up. He had come straight from a job in Hyde Park.

Cheers and applause

By the time LeBaron walked into the auditorium, Roberson was in full gear at the lectern, his voice rising and falling like a preacher's, his message full of pauses:

For. Dramatic. Effect.

He told his workers he needed them to lay it on the line.

He told them how he drove trucks eight years ago when he left the military, told them how he worked hard and trusted in God as he worked his way up to commissioner.

"How many of you know Dennis?" he said, introducing a worker who had joined him at the podium.

The place erupted.

"He was an acting foreman for six years," Roberson said. "Until Monday.

"Monday the 'acting' part was taken off his title."

More cheering.

More clapping.

"We were all stunned by this," Coconate said of the rally as he stood at the back of the auditorium.

"It's something different, I'll say that."

