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Indiana steel generations see way of life melt away

EAST CHICAGO, Ind.


Before the big, brooding steel mills could turn their back on Bill Payonk, he turned his back on them.

Payonk, 49, a 30-year veteran steelworker, retired as soon as he was eligible--and only a few months before his employer, LTV Corp., closed its Indiana Harbor steel plant in East Chicago late last year, leaving more than 3,500 without jobs. LTV's shutdown was one more blow in a recent series of setbacks for the region, which has seen layoffs and a closing at other steel mills. 

"I'd had my fill," Payonk said.

"While it pays well, it really kind of changes your perspective. My wife, on Sundays, she'd say I'd get a very sour disposition thinking about going back to work. 

"It makes you tired. It makes you weary."

In this corner of Indiana, the mills have sustained generations of families, affording comfortable if hard-earned lifestyles and the increasingly old-fashioned luxury of rootedness. But the industry's tortured past and uncertain future have made some men tired of the whole business, causing them to question--and sometimes to break with--the time-honored way of life that has bound them fast to the steel mills and the steel towns.

It isn't the first time the mills and their workers have been at odds, nor is it likely the last. For decades the cycles of the industry have made for a spiral of hope and heartbreak that seems every now and then to suggest that steelworkers like Payonk are a dying breed--only to make them flush with success weeks later.

But this time feels different, some say. Besides the closure of LTV and the nearby Acme Metals Inc. plant across the Illinois border in Riverdale, other steelmakers in the region are losing money. Mired in their worst crisis in a generation, the mills, down to 20,000 workers from 50,000 in 1980, can no longer be counted on, it seems. And some men whose fathers and grandfathers and great-grandfathers preceded them in the mills are breaking the chain, shooing their sons away from the grimy, dangerous, fickle plants as they themselves turn away.

Though many idled LTV workers hold out hope that another company will buy the mill and call them back, Jerry Stevens--a 53-year-old, third-generation steelworker--gladly retired when LTV closed.

"I wouldn't go back," he said. "I've had enough. This is too much of an emotional roller-coaster."

Because Stevens had successfully discouraged his two sons from becoming steelworkers, his retirement brought to a close his family's 75-year history in the mills. In fact, a father-and-son conversation in the family car might have saved Jerry Stevens II from the ignoble fate of his heritage. More than a year ago, out on a drive, the elder Stevens talked his teenage son out of working in the mills--a job Jerry II took for granted, figuring that it was "probably in the blood."

Avoiding their father's fate

"I wanted something better for them," Stevens said of his two boys, Jerry II and Jacob. The boys listened. When LTV workers lost their jobs, Jerry II was relieved to be attending film school in Orlando. And Jacob was busy running his housecleaning service in Kansas City.

"It's survival," said Dr. John Rolland, a professor of psychiatry at the University of Chicago and co-director of the Chicago Center for Family Health. "You don't want your son to drown."

Said Jerry II: "I think all the fathers that work there, they don't really want their kids to have to be in an environment like that. It causes hearing loss, and it's constantly dangerous. They pretty much want better for their kids. They want them to be in a more technical field."

Many young people simply haven't been able to get jobs in today's more efficient, highly mechanized industry. As a result, relatively few young steelworkers are to be found today--either on the job or in the unemployment lines.

"When my son got out of high school, they weren't doing any hiring," said Jim Robinson, an official with the United Steelworkers of America. "Because the plants were downsizing and not growing, there's a whole generation of steelworkers missing."

Ironically, that generation was spared the pain and uncertainty of the industry's latest spasm. Many if not most of those idled by the bankrupt LTV's shutdown were eligible for retirement, Robinson said.

"Times have changed," said Robert Bernotus, 49, who was forced into retirement after working his entire career at the Indiana Harbor plant. "I don't think anybody's kids wanted to be steelworkers. Why go into the mills?"

Bernotus, whose father was a steelworker, has two brothers who work at Ispat Inland Steel Corp. in East Chicago. But, with his blessing, his children have opted for college instead.

On a cold and windy night last week, Bernotus was among scores of unemployed workers from LTV's bridge shop who gathered for a farewell party at a Dyer, Ind., bar called Finnegan's Wake. On their way in, the men took care to scrawl their names, addresses and phone numbers in a notebook by the front door so they could keep in touch. They greeted one another by punching shoulders and grabbing elbows. They laughed over their Old Styles as the jukebox played songs like "Lyin' Eyes."

They had been through this before. Mike Griffin, 49, had been laid off eight times in 28 years and 10 months on the job. But this time was different. This time they would have to think about what they might do if the mill didn't reopen. Some would have to look outside the region for jobs. Others would look for odd jobs to tide them over while they waited hopefully for another company to buy the plant and call back laid-off workers.

"It hits you like a ton of bricks," said Eddie Gonzales, a second-generation steelworker who lost his job at LTV. At 42, Gonzales was one of the younger steelworkers and not yet eligible to retire. With two children to feed and another to put through college at Purdue University, he lies awake nights worrying about the future.

Gonzales said he was offered a job as a boilermaker in southern Indiana but turned it down because it would have meant uprooting his family; he has relatives in the area, and his wife, an accountant, has a job.

"Not only is it affecting our lives, it's affecting our kids," Gonzales said. "My son at college might have to come home and get a job. That's not the way it's supposed to be. This is the Great American Dream."

Payonk, who wanted to be a teacher, knows what it's like to defer a dream.

"I went into the mills 30 years ago with the intent of working a year and then going to school," he said. "But then I discovered overtime--and being able to purchase things I'd never purchased before.

"You kind of lose sight of what life's all about."

'The adversity has changed'

Those whose fathers and grandfathers and great-grandfathers have made a living in the mills had developed methods for dealing with the stress of working in the industry, Rolland said.

"There's almost a culture that develops, a resilience," he said. "They learn how to deal with adversity.

"But the adversity has changed now."

LTV's shutdown will cost up to 9,000 additional jobs in the region as its suppliers are forced to contract. The area's other steelmakers are hurting too.

The wide-ranging effects of the steel industry's latest downturn have been felt by nearly everyone in the region, said Tim Raykovich, assistant to the mayor in beleaguered East Chicago. Residents of the town, which stands to lose 15 percent of its operating budget without LTV paying property taxes, have seen a reduction in garbage collection times.

In Riverdale, even fans of Harlequin Romance novels have felt the impact; no longer can they find recent titles at the public library, which lost more than 20 percent of its budget when Acme Metals Inc. closed in October.

The library slashed its budget for new books by $12,000.

"I think this is the worst of times," Raykovich said.

But Stevens, who was preceded in the mills by his father, grandfather and great-uncles, smiles sometimes when he talks about losing his job. He is free of the mills. So are his sons.

"Jerry II has nice, soft hands," Stevens said. "He didn't need to be in the steel mill."

