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In 1987, I applied for a mailroom job at a San Francisco
financial magazine. Since licking envelopes requires little ex-
perience and I was firstin line, I got the job. The interview with
the office supervisor was just a formality. Our only conversation
was about my starting pay, $4.75 an hour, which was barely a
living wage. It was never acknowledged, but the supervisor and
Iboth knew there were twenty otherswhowould have taken the
job if I didn’t. Like a lot of other people, I was desperate for
work, so I accepted the offer. The supervisor gave me a copy of
the employee rules manual, shook my hand, and said, “Wel-
come to the team.” I knew I was in trouble.

The company was growing fast, changing and expanding.
New departments were constantly set up and old ones phased
out. Even at its calmest, the office was chaotic. Although the
company rarely gave out raises or promotions, and demanded
a lot from the employees, they didn’t think twice about firing
them. Staff turnover was high, making it impossible to keep
track of who was in and who was out. I never saw anyone quit.
Most people needed work and any job was better than nothing.

The mailroom was, appropriately, located in the base-
ment. The four people Iworked with quickly taught me thatthe
mailroom staff were at the bottom of the company totem pole.
We were there to do the mail, but if an executive needed his
desk moved or if an overflowing toilet had to be fixed, we were
expected to do it. On the few occasions where everyone got
bonuses, the mailroom staff got a pizza.

Our commitment to the company was minimal. We were
there to collect our paychecks, and that was it. Gradually I
realized that all the departments had the same attitude. Dissat-
isfaction started with us in the basementand rose all the way up
to the desk where the CEO’s secretary worked.

Discontent was matched by an equal amount of sabotage.
The company postage machine, long distance telephone lines
and expense accounts were considered public domain. Office
supplies couldn’tbe kept in stock for more than a few days, and
furniture, as well as a couple of computers, vanished. People
took long lunches and slacked off whenever possible. Some
employees found more unusual ways of expressing their dissat-
isfaction. The morning after word got out about possible pay
cuts, the staff were greeted by an office fountain spiked with
bubble bath. It flooded the reception area with white suds, and
most of us struggled to restrain our laughter as the office
managers stared in disbelief. As usual, the mailroom staff were
called in to clean up the mess.

My two years with this company provided the initial inspira-
tion for this book. There I was in a typical American office,
witnessing sabotage done by almost every level of staff. [t was a
clear reflection of how they felt toward the company and it
made their jobs more tolerable. Sabotage was part of most
employees’ daily routines, and so widespread that it was barely
noticeable. I doubt that even the most observant of managers
had a clue about what was going on.
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The basic idea behind the book — to document reac-
tions to the day-to-day frustrations and conflicts of earning a
living in America— hasn’t changed. IknewwhatI'd seen at the
magazine job wasn’t unusual. In fact, almost anyone who has
worked knows that dissatisfaction is a part of a great number of
American jobs.

Because I wanted the book to include a wide range of
anecdotes — encompassing different types of sabotage, people
and jobs —I chose to define “sabotage” loosely, as anything that
you do at work that you're not supposed to do. Even though the
bubble bath prank at the magazine makes for a great sabotage
story, I was just as intrigued by the straight-laced data processor
who always added extra hours to her time card, or the graphic
designer who regularly came down to the mailroom and talked
when he should have been behind his desk. Then there was the
quiet, middle-aged accountant who had me send his Christmas
gifts at company expense. Did he do it because he knew he
could getawaywith it, or because he felt the company owed him
something?

These aren’t the kinds of people that come to mind when
sabotage is mentioned, but these are the people who were
yelled atwhen the boss was in abad mood. Considered expend-
able by the managers, they were the first to have their salaries
cut. Iwanted to listen to their stories, find out where they drew
their personal line of tolerance, and hear how they defined
sabotage.

I wasn’t sure what I was getting myself into, or what sort of
response to expect, but I was optimistic when I began the
project. I made flyers soliciting stories and handed them out
and posted them up wherever I could. Few stories materialized
this way, so I tried a more direct approach. I spent several
afternoons in San Francisco’s financial district trying to inter-
view people on their lunch hour. As you might expect, I got
more suspicious looks than stories. They must have thought
that I worked for their boss doing a company security check. I
quickly realized that getting stories was going to be alot harder
than I had first anticipated.

It was obvious that I was going have to find and pursue my
own leads. On the suggestion of a mutual friend, I interviewed
Steve, who told a story about working as a dishwasher in
Olympia, Washington. I met Jane several years ago when she
moved here from the East Coast where she had worked as a
prostitute. Jane put me in contact with her friend Peggy, a
former casino poker dealer. A.]., an army mechanic stationed
in Germany, sat in on my interview in a coffee shop with Harry,
the utility file clerk. As soon as I told A.J. what the book was
about, we started talking, and our conversation turned into an
interview.

Asword gotout, people started coming to me with stories. A
computer disc arrived bearing a story from Dexter, a computer
technical writer. In a letter, Bruce described a phone prank he
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did at his job as senior officer for a branch of the government.
Robin, a former hotel security guard, heard about the book
through a friend and eagerly filled a cassette tape with his story.
Rita, a flight attendant of twenty years, and the cab driver, who
called himself Axel, responded to an ad I placed in a local
paper. Flyers were still circulating; Frances, a paralegal, found
onein her office cafeteriawhen, coincidentally, she was feeling
frustrated by her bosses. I interviewed her over the phone on
her company’s time.

After reading about them in the newspaper, I tracked down
Ron, the Florida toy store manager, and Louie, the bus driver
from the Midwest. Finding them was worth the effort; theyboth
had me laughing when they told me their stories.

I’knew most people would be more comfortable telling their
stories if they did it anonymously. Each person decided how
much detail they were going to provide. In some cases, people
who had severely broken the law were wary of letting me record
their stories. Others reacted the same way at the thought of
admitting they had taken long lunchesbehind their boss’ back.

The people I interviewed have backgrounds as varied as
their stories. Some could barely survive, living paycheck to
paycheck; others made $60,000 a year. Their ages range from
twelve to sixty-five. Their stories are set all over America, from
Los Angeles to remote Alaskan coastal towns, from Wall Street
to the North Dakota wheat fields.

Pedro, a plumber in Southern California, had a wife and
kids. He had never been interviewed before and was somewhat
hesitant, but became relaxed after a couple of beers and some
conversation. Alejandro was originally from Mexico; when he
couldn’t find employment in America, he got a job with an
American company in the Middle East as a graphic designer. I
spent an afternoon talking to a nurse who introduced himself
tome asEd. He amazed me with his knowledge of medicine and
his insights on the routine sabotage done by hospital nurses.

As I did more interviews, I began to see that each person’s
choice of sabotage and reasons for using it were as much a
reflection of their character as of their jobs. The motives
behind the acts covered the spectrum between altruism and
revenge.

Terryworked on aspeeding assemblyline packing picklesin
jars. He knew that his co-workers, most of them young kids,
were being forced to work too fast, so he shut down the line,
giving everyone in the factory an unexpected break. Jeff gave
his all to the roofing company he worked for, but he never got
the promotion he had been promised. His sabotage cost his
boss $80,000. Barbara enjoyed being a physician relations
manager but wasn’t able to do her job because her supervisor,
threatened by her presence, gave her useless work to do.
Barbara decided to read books instead of work. Tico, a former
disc jockey, was a troublemaker and prankster. At the station
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where he worked, he tried to get away with as much as possible
without getting fired. While working at a conservative think
tank, Reggie realized he disagreed with his bosses’ politics, so
he used his position as mail clerk to sabotage their fundraising
efforts. Alan and his co-workers at the copy shop felt they were
being underpaid so they gave themselves daily cash bonuses
from the register.

Along with the highly dramatic, I've included several stories
of quiet sabotage. There’s Brian, the car mechanic from Roch-
ester who didn’t like his boss overbilling the customers. Brian
took control of the situation and made it work the way he
wanted. Afterwards, he feltbetter about his job and the custom-
ers got a fair deal. Although his sabotage might be considered
fairly minor, it had a noticeable impact. Alice, a secretary, used
the term “perks” to describe her padded time card and extra
discounts on company merchandise. She was a bit shocked
when I suggested thather actions could be considered theft. As
far as she was concerned, she had never stolen anything in her
life. She felt completely justified in her actions. The sabotage
was not unique, and I found her rationalization of it to be
common.

There’s no doubt that certain kinds of sabotage affect
consumers. Depending on the act, the customer either benefits
orgetsabad deal. Marcwasa clerk ata convenience store where
products were sold for higher than the standard retail price.
Using his pricing gun, Marc gave customers what he thought
were fair discounts. Eugene worked in a Detroit factory where
he and his co-workers produced thousands of faulty carbure-
tors. He was convinced thatif a consumer boughtalemon, they
would never buy another vehicle from the company that he
hated with a passion. Eugene’s probably right. Carol has been
a waitress most of her life. While working at one restaurant, she
and other waitresses let food spoil before serving it to custom-
ers. Most people will probably see her story as one of the most
extreme in the book (Tracy Cox was horrified by it as you can
tell from his illustration accompanying it). Carol told her story
matter-of-factly; to her, whatshe did was no big deal. In her eyes,
the food poisoning was just a way for her and her co-workers to
give the restaurant a bad reputation and get even with their
boss, who had refused to give them a raise.

I interviewed a number of people who didn’t have any
sabotage stories. Some had no complaints about their jobs;
others took any form of abuse that came their way. I talked to
asalesrepresentative for specialty food companies who claimed
to have no criticisms of her job, mainlybecause of the autonomy
she had in her dailyroutine. After an hour of discussion, I called
itquits.Idid gether to admit thatonce in awhile she tookalong
lunch —butalways made the time up the nextday. Fair enough.
I heard detailed stories from a former San Francisco police
officer, a fertilizer chemist and an appraiser for an exclusive
auction house. Each of them had gripes about their jobs but
chose to wait the problems out. Although they didn’t have
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stories for the book, what they told me gave me more perspec-
tive on sabotage.

Six months into the project, Lydia Ely had become assistant
editor. Together we researched the subject of sabotage. We
found few books that provided a contemporary view. Some of
the earliest accounts describe American slaves who made sabo-
tage a way of life to protest their ultimate degradation. The
slaves deceived their owners by feigning stupidity, incompe-
tence, and slowness — actions which, at the very least, caused
the owners irritation and expense.

American labor history books generally focus on struggles
from the early 20th century and frequently refer to strikes and
walkouts, with little discussion of sabotage. When sabotage is
mentioned it’s usually linked to the Industrial Workers of the
World, or Wobblies. They were the most notable union to
officially advocate — or at least consistently threaten — the use
of sabotage. Eventually, due to legal harassment and internal
disagreement, the Wobblies disassociated themselves from
wholesale support of sabotage.

Studs Terkel'sWorking was one of the few books where
Americans described work-related frustrations in their own
words. Although there have been significant changes in the
notion of work since when the book was first published, in the
 mid-seventies, the attitudes and conflicts that it documents are
eternal and will always be as much a part of work as the time
clock.

Accompanying the interviews are excerpts from newspaper
and magazine articles, management manuals, quotes, poems,
proverbs, lyrics and statistics that relate to work and sabotage.
Some of these items are opinions, facts, or have historical value,
while others are included because of their absurdity. The
statistics are rarely factual and are the result of guesswork by
consulting firms who profit from producing and selling such
information.

During the time that I was working on the book, I was
interviewed about sabotage on a radio talk show. The inter-
viewer asked whatI thought could be done to solve the problem
of sabotage. I told him I didn’t see sabotage as a problem, but
as a necessary and valid reaction to dissatisfaction caused by
work. Since it’s not a problem, there’s no solution — a point
that I hope this book illustrates.

If the cause of discontent in the workplace is obvious,
sabotage can be used to improve working conditions and give
people greater control of their jobs, as in the instance where
bicycle messengers used it to change an idiotic company policy.
When resentment springs from general attitudes toward work,
there are no simple answers. Very few of the people in thisbook
liked being told what to do by their boss or supervisor and most
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were acutely aware of the countless differences between those
who gave the orders and those who actually did the work.
Several people explained that they felt trapped by meaningless
work, while others made it clear they didn’t like working for
other people. These conflicts might be commonplace but they
are also the most basic reasons for sabotage.

As long as people feel cheated, bored, harassed, endan-
gered, or betrayed at work, sabotage will be used as a direct
method of achieving job satisfaction — the kind that never has
to get the bosses’ approval.

— Martin Sprouse, February 1992
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You Can't Get There from Here

=
BUS DRIVER ¢ PREACHER

I started working for the Chicago Transit Authority as a bus
operator when [ was twenty-seven. Later, due to my expert driving
ability, I became a line instructor, which meant I continued to
drive the bus but I broke in new students on my line. This was a
prerequisite to becoming a management supervisor. I worked
until I was fifty, but I never made management.

We had threadless, bald-headed tires on those vehicles. I once
asked how the vehicles had any traction. They said, “You have
double wheels on the rear and the airspace on the two tires
provides traction.”  don’t know how they got away with it. We had
a sign-in sheet; at the end of every day, we signed in our opinion
of therunand howthe buswas going. Iwould regularly write “bald-
headed tires,” or whatever the complaint was. I was called into the
office about that. They said, “If you want to be a supervisor, see
nothing, hear nothing, say nothing,” which I wouldn’t do. When
I became a line instructor they said, “Preacher, keep your mouth
shut.” If Iwanted to be a management supervisor, I would have to
be a “company man.”

Our depot served twelve routes. The routes that entered into
the white neighborhoods gotthe nicer, newer coaches. Theroutes
that entered the black neighborhoods got the worst, stinking, ten
to twenty-year-old buses they had, where the windows wouldn’t
openin the summer and the heatwouldn’t come on in the winter.
When they got brand new air-conditioned coaches, they put them
on the white lines. I had one shift where I got a brand new coach
because the route extended into a white neighborhood off Lake
Shore Drive, where Hugh Hefner lives. In other words, six of 100
buses were elite buses.

In the buses, there was a button which dropped a slug into the
engine and automatically shut it off. It was for emergency pur-
poses only, like overheating or malfunction. When we got a
“raggedy coach” — leaning to one side, with fumes in it, or with
poor brakes or poor shocks — some drivers would go to the end
of the route where the passengers wouldn’t be inconvenienced
and take the layover time (when you get to rest ten to fifteen
minutes) and drop that slug into the engine, grind it and run the
battery down. The mechanic would come and want to know why
they did it. The driver would say they didn’t know how the slug
went down.

“Dragging the street” is when you slow the line down on
purpose. One day, it was ten below zero, baldheaded tires, 100
people trying to gethomein a snowstorm, Preacher doing the best
he can, never had a chargeable accident in the entire time I was
with the company. I’'m going ten miles an hour, trying to make a
stop as best I can on streets that may or may not have salt over the
ice. After you made a full stop, if someone in the back of the bus
shifted their weight, those baldheaded tires would slide across the
ice and I'd slam into a parked car. I was told in the depot, “You're
driving too fast for the conditions.” So the next day I slowed down
from ten miles an hour to five miles an hour. The supervisor’s
scanning the area to find out why all these buses are late. “There
goes Preacher and a few other guys dragging the street again!” So
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you’re damned if you do, damned if you don’t! It got to the point
where I didn’t care if I went three miles an hour. If you and your
momma and your daughter are on the bus, I'm not going to
endanger your lives. I'm going to go as slow as it takes for me to
operate that bus without hurting anyone.

When a driver retired, they’d retire his run with him. So you
had fewer runs on the same route, with more and more volume. A
bunch of drivers got together and said, “Fuck this schedule! We
don’t want to drive defensively” (which means over and above
quota). That was our Catch-22; if we went any faster and tried to
maintain schedule, we’d be driving in a reckless manner. We
would drag down entire streets that way.

When they first got blacks in the position, it seemed as if they
had to be super sharp and super clean. The whites only had to get
off the buses and into supervision. All they had to do was have a
cousin or arelative or a priest or any other form of nepotism. Don’t
get me wrong — there were black supervisors that were impec-
cable in their performance, never kissed ass. But the majority of
them, if they wanted to be a supervisor, had to skin and grin up to
the man’s face, more so than anybody else had to. It’s like when I
see a black pilot flying a 747 — he’s so much more superior to the
co-pilot than a white pilot would have to be. They want you to be
Little Lord Fauntleroy.

I could do my job. They could have my labor. But they couldn’t
have my soul.

o
FLIGHT ATTENDANT e RITA

I had fun when I first started. My expectations were that I would
jump on an airplane, get off in another city and party. I was going
to have a great, carefree time. It never occurred to me that there
would be some problems down the road.

When I started flying in 1967, flight attendants couldn’t be
married. I also had to agree to quit at the age of thirty-five. These
things, of course, have since been struck down by employee
discrimination legislation. Back then we were seen as party girls,
young and single, with no worries at home. A lot changed when
flight attendants were allowed to get married, but in many ways
we’re still perceived as carefree girls. There’s still this expectation
that we’re going to be outgoing; passengers assume I’'m going to
tell them personal stuff willfully and gladly. Early on, I began
thinking differently about what passengers really expected of me.
They wanted to pick my brain and they wanted me to be friendly
and talkative and constantly available for them.

The company has aset of rules that say we’re supposed to make
ourselves available and let other people hear our conversations.
They want us to give the impression that we are outgoing and
loquacious. They want us to speak in complete sentences. It never
occurred to me in training that the days would be long, or that I
was going to have to deal with people who were rude, dirty, drunk
and obnoxious.

When I start to get tired on a flight, I avoid the passengers. I
have a friend who has a name tag that says “Oh, Miss.” If I hear
somebody saying “Oh, Miss,” I don’t even look back at them. I
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don’t hear thatlittle plaintive voice calling me. I avoid eye contact.
I do the same thing in the boarding area. Passengers come over to
me and want to talkand ask questions about theflight. Idon’thear
them talking. I look away. I walk away. I consider that on-the-job
avoidance. It’s not important to me to let the passengers know
what I'm all about. I’ll do these things when there are a ton of
people on a flight and I’'m feeling overloaded, when I just can’t
take one more request from a passenger.

The whole airline business is based on emotional labor —
being nice when you don’t want to be. I think anybody in a service
position does this, but we do it a lot. The company wants us to sell
a smile, but giving it really takes its toll. The company doesn’t
recognize it, my union doesn’t recognize it, but those who do the
job realize it all too clearly.

I can’t say I hate the job. There are some things about it that I
enjoy. I like the people Iwork with. I like the fact that I don’t have
asupervisor, that I have a different schedule each month, and that
I can pick and choose the days and times I work. I get good
vacations. I don’t think I'm going to find all of these things in that
many other jobs. Butfor these pluses, there are somereal minuses.

My outlook has evolved over the years. Instead of trying to do
backflips to turn the situation around, I just stop putting out and
it’s better for me. I've got to do what I can to stay sane. It’s not
enough to come home and not talk about my job. I need to do
something on the job to keep my emotions fairly healthy. I know
I'was hired because they thought Iwas going to do things their way,
but I can’t anymore. There’s a saying that we have at work: “The
company knows the price of everything and the value of nothing.”
That pretty much sums it up.

L
GAS STATION ATTENDANT e KEITH

My boss was a racist bitch who had a severe chip on her shoulder.
Most of the people who got jobs there either quit or got fired
within three days. Iworked for her at this gas station/mini-marton
and off for about a year, and I saw her go through no less than 100
employees. Pretty much everybody I knew in town had worked
there at one point or another.

She did inventory once a month. Since I was constantly plan-
ning to quit, I usually saved my bigger thefts until right after
inventory was taken, so it wouldn’t get figured out until a month
later. By then, she’d have gone through ten employees who she
could conveniently blame for the crime. She never even suspected
I'was robbing her blind. I was always very nice to her and I cleaned
the place spotless every night. I was never short more than a few
cents at the end of my shift and the cigarette count never came up
short. Iwasamodelemployee who could always be counted onand
only called in sick once.

Mostly, I stuck to soda, ice cream, beef jerky and that kind of
thing. I made sure to swipe plenty of oil, transmission fluid and
whatnot. One kid working there would program the pumps so that
the price per gallon was one cent, and all his friends would come
in and fill up for free.

I pulled little scams that were impossible to pin on me. On
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weekend nights, if I was getting a lot of obnoxious suburban
drunks in, I'd just turn out the outside lights, putup a closed sign,
and watch TV. IfI didn’t feel like dealing with someone’s shit, I'd
just pretend I didn’t hear them. I'd just keep on going “What?
What?” until they got sick of me and left. We also sold instant
lottery tickets at the station and I'd entertain myself by snatching
five or ten and try to win big money. I'd usually win enough to pay
for the tickets I took and turn a slight profit—although once I did
win 200 bucks right before Christmas.

e
SHUTTLE DRIVER ¢ ANTONIO

I drive passenger shuttles between the airport and San Francisco.
I am an independent contractor: I pay $75 a day rent — “gate” —
for the use of avan that seats eight people including the driver,and
my gas which is now $25 a day.

I do many things to rip off the company. I don’t pay the gas, or
I claim to have transported fewer passengers than I did and say I'm
unable to pay the full gate. Sometimes I drive people who don’t pay
cash, but give me vouchers which are paid by airlines, hotels or
travel agencies. I turn in fake vouchers. Some of them are not
marked with the number of passengers or the distance or their
destination. I can make up the information, depending on the
time I called in last. This means I don’t have to pay the gate at all.

When Isteal time, I try to make it up later to make more money.
If I'm late in the morning, my shift is shorter than ten hours, but
I still have to pay the full “gate.” If my shift starts at 6:30 am, I have
to be out at 4:30 pm. Between 11:00 am and 4:30 pm I don’t make
much money, so I need more time. To convince the office that I
need the van longer, I say that I had a “10-6,” which is the code for
a mechanical problem. The van overheated; it got a flat; it stalled.
Theyask me if I need a tow. Usually Isay, “Oh, I'll letit cool down,”
or “I'll do my best; I'll be coming in really slow.”

When Iwant to go shortshift, | pour waterin the gas tank, which
makes the van stall. Sometimes they’ll bring me a van, but most of
the time there aren’tany, so I go shortshift and don’t pay my gate.
I can get a flat by punching the tire into a curb. I can break the
radio by disconnecting the wires, and someone has to come fix it.
Other times at the end of my shift, I put myselfin a huge trafficjam.
I knowwhere the trafficis; drivers are always calling where the jams
are on theradio. I say that ’'m in a particular jam. They can’t track
me, and among drivers there is that kind of camaraderie and
cooperation. Even if someone sees me, nobody will tell the office
where I am or what I’'m doing. I can be talking with the office,
saying I'm downtown in traffic when instead I'm at the airport,
picking up and dropping off people. Everybody sees me at the
airport and hears me saying on the radio that I'm downtown, but
no one will tell.

Ido these things for self-defense, because the jobis stressfuland
my pay doesn’t match the service I furnish. If I didn’tdo it, Iwould
have to work seven days a week and still be able to barely pay my
bills. Everyone is underpaid except the owners, who are very
powerful and get money from the state and city. Because everyone
is an independent contractor, there is no way to struggle against
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them. Employees burn out very fast.

Sometimes I feel bad aboutitbecause I've had other jobs where
I'was a professional with a work ethic. I'm an immigrant; I have an
accent; I have many problems getting work. But I have to make
money. This job is not a way to live, it’s a way to waste my life. But
what can I do? Starve?

L
CAB DRIVER ¢ AXEL

I was at loose ends as Christmas approached. A friend of mine
drove cabs and said I could make an okay living at it. At first I was
uncertain because I didn’t know what the hell went on being a cab
driver. As it got closer and closer to Christmas, I was afraid I
wouldn’t be able to buy any toys for my kid, so I thought I'd give
it a try.

I've been driving for four years now and I still enjoy my job. I'm
atalker and I talk with people from allwalks of life. I find that about
ninety-five percent of the people I pick up are prepared to start
chatting with me. I'm great for five, six minutes of conversation
and people enjoy the hell out of me. When I'm behind the wheel,
I'm the master of my little domain. I don’t have a supervisor
looking over my shoulder, but like any other job, there’s manage-
ment.

I think cab management is just a little less ethical than drug
dealing. When I tell this to non-drivers they’re surprised at the
harshness of my words, but when I say it to drivers, they say, “So?”
becanse they know how it is. The way the cab business is set up,
there is no incentive for management to make it work better for
the drivers or the customers. Management gets their money from
cabrental fees paid by the driver, not from the customer. So when
a customer calls for a cab, it doesn’t matter whether a driver gets
to that customer or not.

When we're given an order and it’s ten blocks away, we’re
expected to go pick it up. But we don’t know how old that order
is, we just know someone has called for a cab. The problem is,
many times people will call a cab then go out to the street and flag
one down. We’ll drive up a minute later, ring the doorbell trying
to find the person, but no response. It’s company policy to try
every possible way to locate the person who called the cab, but if
the order’s an hour old, that person is gone.

It’s clear to most drivers that the more you’rein motion and the
more fares you pick up, the more money you make. When we go
off to get an order, someone will usually flag us down on our way
there. But if we pick the flag up, the dispatcher is going to yell. So
we have to concoct a lie, which is something every driver quickly
learns to do. We tell them the original order needs a second cab
because they had two people going separate directions, when in
fact we had never made it there in the first place. When you first
start driving, you pass up flags; then you soon try to find out how
many you can get away with picking up.

Our fear isthatif the companyfinds outwe’re doing this, they’ll
can us. But if we’re completely loyal to the company and follow
their rules, we’ll be perfect cab drivers but won’t make any money.



15 You Can't Get There from Here

I guess what I do is like survival. They're making rules to our
detriment, so we need to break them to make a living.

B
BUS DRIVER ¢ LOUIE

It’s a city-owned bus utility, so it’s heavily financed by the govern- -
ment. It's in a college town so drugs are considered part of the
lifestyle. Marijuana use is a common thing among the people who
live here.

A group of drivers and mechanics got concerned after we got
federal orders that all bus utility workers employed by a company
getting Urban Mass Transit Administration money would have to
be drug tested. People were just saying, “This sucks! The govern-
ment doesn’t have any right to tell us what to do.” We wanted to
know why we had to jeopardize our jobs for having a joint on the
weekend.

First, someone xeroxed a brochure on how to flush your system
out. So I started copying that and giving it out. Then a couple of
people got information from the American Civil Liberties Union
on what our rights were. And interestingly enough, our union,
which wasn’t a very active union, started getting involved.

When something really hits home, people start to get more
involved. We started gathering information which spread around
the shop. The level of interestincreased as we got closer to the date
the random tests were supposed to begin. Some people stopped
using their drug of choice until they could figure out what was
going on.

The weekend before the drug testing was to begin, we had an
“After-Holidays Party.” Somebody — nobody knows who it was,
though someone in management thought they knew — brought
in a pan of brownies laced with marijuana. Obviously, the purpose
was so innocent people would test positive in the drug test, and the
results would have to be thrown out.

Once people heard about it they crossed their fingers. The
brownies became the hit of the party. The tension grew every time
an unsuspecting dispatcher or supervisor ate one of the brownies.
Unfortunately, the general manager didn’t eat any. Nobody real-
ized what had happened until itwas too late. All they knew was that
the pan of brownies had been eaten. Management was completely
flustered. They had absolutely no idea of what to do.

A couple of weeks later a federal court ruling came down that
knocked down the testing requirement because of some technical-
ity. The Urban Mass Transit Administration had to rewrite the
rule, so we have a year reprieve. In the meantime, we’re trying to
getnew language in our contract. The federal government can tell
you to have random drug testing but it can’t mandate discipline.
If we don’t succeed, I know at next year’s party, people are going
to look at the brownies and ask themselves, “Do I want to eat
these?”
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B
PINEAPPLE PACKER » LANCE

In Honolulu, most people start working at Dole Pineapple right
out of high school. They usually end up staying there for the rest
of their lives like my grandparents did. If you don’t have a good
education, it’s hard to find any other job in Hawaii. I'd have to say
that for most people, it was just a shitty job. The work was hard and
the factory was noisy and hot. No one liked it. The managers were
incredibly abusive; in order to avoid promoting people, they
switched us around a lot so we never got skilled at any one job.

I'worked at the Janacka machine, which cuts the hides and skin
off the pineapple. I also worked where they seal the tops of the
cans, and then I worked inspection, where they weigh random
samplings of cans to make sure they have the rightamount of juice
and everything.

The Janacka machinewas probably the best. We usuallyworked
astraight ten-hour shift, so alot of people would just burn out. The
biggest problem was people falling asleep and getting their hands
caught in the machine. To combat that, people would try to get
more breaks —we were only allowed two breaks a shift. To do this,
they would send a pineapple down the wrong direction, or send a
glove down, and it would break the whole machine. If the Janacka
machine shuts down, you can’t cut the pineapple, and if you can’t
cut the pineapple, the line can’t go on. The whole production line
shuts down. It takes at least three hours to fix, so you’re getting
paid for three hours at least for just sitting around.

There was only one manager for the people who sealed cans,
and it’s such a huge place that they couldn’t check on us more
than once an hour. We could easily switch the wrong button and
the juice would go into the wrong container, or we could change
the levels so that everything overflowed. They’d have to shut down
the machine to figure out what went wrong.

There were about five of us working at the inspection place in
different shifts. We would collect the pineapple for samples, go
into the back room, hang out, listen to the radio for a couple of
hours, and then throw all the samples away. It was a pretty common
practice.

We never got caught and I don’t know anyone who’s ever been
fired from Dole. First off, it’s incredibly cheap labor and, overall,
they’re making a hell of a lot of money from our ten hour shifts.
It was so easy to make a mistake that they’d never know when we
did it on purpose. Everyone who worked there knew that people
did it. They welcomed the break — they’d be stupid not to, and be
ostracized by everyone else.

s
PALLETIZER » PATRICK

I worked in a food production factory that made thousands of
bottles of warm goo a day. I stood at the end of a conveyer belt
where boxes with a dozen bottles of this warm crap came whizzing
down to me, about one per second. I would stack them on pallets
and the forklift driver would take them away. Occasionally, when
we got a major shipment of boxes with plastic bottles for the front
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end of the assembly line, the foreman would take me and a few
others off the line and send us upstairs to the old wooden
storeroom. The boxes would come up on a conveyor belt to us,
where we would stack them on the floor.

One daywe were called to unload a major shipment. The boxes
were coming atusatan alarmingrate. Me and two co-workerswere
running like fools, arms stretched wide, grasping these boxes. We
would have to run them over to where they were being stacked on
the far side of the wall. It was sweltering hot up in the attic
storeroom of this antiquated old factory. We were sweating and
running with these boxes, squeezing tight so the middle ones
wouldn’tfall out. The conveyor belt was crammed with boxes. The
foreman, a despicable Marine sergeant type, sat on astack of boxes
and picked his teeth, chiding us to go faster. If one of usfell behind
the others, he’d call us “pussy” or some other insult sure to drive
us into a working frenzy.

There was no let-up in boxes, and with sweat dripping into our
eyes and cardboard dust irritating our skin, the three of us
exploded into open revolt. Tim punched a box off the conveyor
belt, and in a matter of seconds, we were punching them all off the
belt. Boxes and plastic bottles were flying all over the floor. As the
boxes kept coming from below, we kept punching them off. One
after the other in a wild, deliriously happy frenzy. We ran to the
stacks of boxes and started pulling them down with a dull crash
onto the old wooden floor. The foreman was grabbing at our arms,
trying to stop us, hollering as loud as he could over the din of the
boxes and conveyor motor.

Finally, with big sheepish grins on our faces, we stopped. The
boxes had stopped. The foreman told us to take the day off, to go
home. The next day we came to work as if nothing had happened.
Itook myplace on theline. The boxes of warm crap came whizzing
down to me, about one per second...

B
FISH CANNER « DAVID

Iworked in Alaska at a cannery in a very remote, isolated location.
The place was pretty terrible. The living conditions were at besta
step above camping. The plumbing didn’t work, and there was no
hot water. We were well-fed, but beyond that, the company’s
attitude was pretty oppressive. Generally, the idea was that we were
making a big chunk of money, and that’s where the company’s
concern for us stopped. “You're paid well. You can’t make this
kind of money in the lower forty-eight, so beyond just giving you
this paycheck, we don’t really care what happens to you.” A lot of
the workers were sorta young, so they had the ability to let it slide
off of them.

It was very much of a Christian bible camp atmosphere. The
Sunday services were always well-attended. Iwouldn’t say that Twas
in the total minority in the sense that I didn’t attend, but it was
strongly recommended that you make your pilgrimage every
Sunday to the prayer service.

The first job I had there was in the can shop, which was the
beginning point of the assembly line for canning the fish. Insome
ways the can shop was easy because it wasn’t very physical. But the
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noise and the heat and the mindlessness of it were really punish-
ing. Essentially, the cans were assembled first by stamping ma-
chines and then they went down the line and were filled with fish.
Then they were sealed and stacked in a warehouse. I was at the
beginning of that line. In any given line there were fifty people. I
had to take big stacks of can lids that I pulled out of these boxes
and shove them into the line a handful at a time. Once I had the
can lids on top, I'd push the spring down vertically and somehow
some part of the conveyor belt came along and grabbed the can
lids.

It was a union job so there was the standard fifteen minute
break every four hours, but if you spread that over a fifteen hour
day, that’s four breaks. We were given a lunch and a dinner but it
was still pretty monotonous and horrible.

It became clear after a while that the system would just break
down. More often than not, it would break down in the can shop
itself. Even if just one can lid was put in upside down, the entire
system would jam. Theywould have to send mechanicsin, openup
the system and pull out this errant can lid. That would give us
about a fifteen minute break.

This happened all the time. After having a few of these breaks
and sort of milling around talking with people, we found that most
of what was happening was being done on purpose. It became this
accepted thing that the line would be shut down to give people a
break. It was pretty ridiculous because it wasn’t very difficult to get
the lids in right to begin with. They came in a stack, in the right
position, and the only way to get them turned around was to
physically put your hand in the stack, take one, and flip it over.

I don’t know what the management was thinking. I guess that
ithad been like that for so manyyears that theyaccepted it. Aslong
as it didn’t repeatedly come from the same line, it was accepted
that it was a part of the process.

Every time we shut down the line we got some satisfaction out
of the fact that we were spitting back at management in some way.
The whole thing just seemed so alienating that I could justify
doing practically anything. It was probably one of the most
miserable experiences of my life, and somehow what I did helped
make it a little more livable.

T
DATE PITTER ¢ SUSAN

Iused to be a pitter for Land of Plenty Dates. I probably still would
beiflhadn’tbeen fired forincompetence, or rather, competence.

Itook the job on adare. I had just graduated from high school.
All my girlfriends were humming the wedding march. My parents
were beginning to wonder when I would start to date. Then I saw
the ad: “Wanted: m-fdate specialist—pits.” I applied immediately.
The interviewer was afraid I was overeducated, but I quickly
disabused him of this illusion.  asked if the process was painful for
the dates.

My first week at the job was uneventful. A machine did most of
the work. I just had to oversee the operation: regulate the flow,
make sure the contraption didn’t jam, and help out the boxer,
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Maggie. She looked strong enough to take on Mohammed Ali. As
the dates plunged at her, she would make up little poems about
them. She must have answered the wrong ad.

After the second week, I began to get a little ... fruity. Maggie’s
ditties about dropping crates of dates down grates and spitting pits
were driving me up a date tree. Finally, when I was about to walk
into the office and tell everyone where their dates would fit, I hit
upon the ideal solution. A pitted date has a hole in it, right? An
empty space. Why couldn’t Iroll up little pieces of paper and stuff
them inside? They would be like Chinese fortune cookies! I could
write all sorts of messages and send them throughout the fifty
states plus Japan — our market area.

My first message was very innocuous: “Hi, I'm your pitter. Do
you want to pitter-patter with me?” I didn’t get an acceptance, but
I didn’t get arejection either. I sent out about a thousand more of
these date surprises. Then I laid low. Three weeks later, I started
inserting my name and phone number. I thought of adding my
measurements, but 31-28-37 doesn’t excite many people. Maggie
had been replaced by Hubert. He polished each date before
boxing it. I didn’t see a bright future for him at Land of Plenty.

Six weeks went by and I still hadn’t heard anything from my
note receivers. In despair, I switched tactics, cramming “Stuff it! ”
into the ugly little monsters. I was busily working away when I
heard through the partially open office door “Aaaggghhh!!!”
What had happened? No one ever ate the dates. They all knew
better.

“Miss Dudley!”

So I'm back in my bedroom reading help wanted ads. All my
girlfriends have been married and divorced since last June. Hubie
is taking me out tonight. I guess I couldn’t have been all that
incompetent if I ended up with what I was really after.

e
PICKLE PACKER ¢ TERRY

In the part of Michigan where I lived, if young people were
desperate for a summer job they worked at Aunt Jane’s Pickle
factory. For many of them it was their first job, so they were sincere,
full of energy and worked hard. The company took advantage of
this. They knew that children could be subdued fairly easy and
wouldn’t complain with force like adults do. This place was a sweat
shop where the working conditions were poor; it was non-union so
the people that worked there had no rights. The foremen made
sure everyone looked straight ahead and didn’t socialize. Profit
was more important than anything else.

Most people worked on the assembly line, the worst of the jobs
there, packing pickles in jars as fast as they could until their arms
were aching. I studied that factory well. There were seven main
conveyor belts that brought pickles into the factories from the
trucks. The belts brought pickles to other belts that brought the
pickles to the different packing stations. I found the controls for
the belts and slowed down the belt for the packers and sped it up
from the trucks. So I was overloading the main belt with more
pickles than could be packed. Every day Iwould increase the speed
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a little bit more. I noticed that the bearings on the belt were worn,
and the speed-ups only put them under more stress. I started
throwing pickles under the belt to add to the stress of those
bearings. Finally the belt started ripping and I threw more pickles
under it and then the belt snapped in two. Everything came to a
halt.

After the beltwas fixed during lunch break, I took awhole case
of jars and threw them into the tumbler. The jars would go
through this first, which would put pickles in the jars at random,
as the packers on the lines finished the packing. Lo and behold,
when production started up, the jarsin the tumbler were smashed.
There was so much noise in the factory that you couldn’t hear a
thing. Consequently, glass ended up in the jars. It took a while
until someone noticed, but by that time it was too late. The
foreman in charge of our line shut everything down for three days
in order to clean out the tumbler. The company had to throw away
three complete pallets of packed pickles to be sure that no glass
was sent out to the public. The foreman took us off the line, put
us against awall and asked, “Which one of you son of a bitches did
this?” Nobody knew except me how it happened and of course I
denied everything. So, no one got blamed and the company lost
thousands and thousands of dollars.

During the time that Iworked there, the line that [was working
on lost a significant amount of money because of the machines
being broken, parts that had to be replaced and the amount of jars
and pickles that had to be thrown away. The beauty of itall was that
Iwasaclean cutyoung man that looked forward when the foreman
told me not to socialize. When he told me to be a robot, I was a
robot. But I was a thinking robot.
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e
PROGRAMMER ¢ LAZLO

I worked on Bank of America’s payroll program, interfacing a
clumsy old in-house system. It was one of the worst designed
systems that I had ever seen. It was using a wasteful amount of
computer time and had a very bad user interface. It made me
ashamed to be a programmer. I thought, “L.ook at this piece of
shit.” It insulted me that I was supposed to make the system work
better, but I wasn’t allowed to make any fundamental changes. I
could only patch things up.

Because I was restricted in the amount of work I was allowed to
do, Iwas having a lot of problems implementing the system. It was
areal painin the ass. Bank of Americastarted being pushy because
I'wasn’t getting the work done as fast as they wanted me to. When
the higher-ups in the bank wanted to know what was going on, the
computer supervisors said I was incapable of doing the job. They
put all of the blame on me because they didn’t want the bosses to
know how shitty their computer system really was. They made me
look really bad, then went a step further and stopped paying me.
I gotso pissed off at them that I planted a logic bombin the system,
a kind of electronic “Fuck you!”

I'had all the passwords thatI needed to doitjustright. [gotinto
the payroll program and wrote a new program that would delete
it. The next time the payroll program started running, it slowly
started disappearing. Once it started failing, all the other pro-
grams started deleting themselves. The logic bomb had a chain
reaction effect. It started out small, but then all of a sudden the
entire system was corrupted.

On payday, nobody got paid in Northern California’s PayNet
system. Granted, I fucked with the workers, but I really ruined
Bank of America’s credibility. A couple of the supervisors got
fired. Heads rolled and that’s all that mattered to me. They knew
I did it; I even admitted it, but this was before there were laws
against these types of things. Technically, I didn’t commita crime.
All T did was destroy data. I didn’t steal anything.

B
TECHNICIAN « CONRAD

It was a new computer company, and I was one of the original
twenty-five employees. I was hired as a field technician, which
meant that I installed computers, trained customers how to use
them, and integrated different hardware and software.

I had never done any actual maintenance or repair on comput-
ers.Thadn’teven taken a computer apartbefore. l only knew them
from the operational point of view. I had been hired expecting to
be trained, but I didn’t get any training at all. I was just thrown
right into it.

The first time I was sent to a customer’s office, I was supposed
to figure out what the problem was with their IBM mainframe and
fix it. I had no idea of what to do. I was under a lot of pressure and
had to act like I knew what I was doing. I had to do this complete
charade while the customer was standing there looking over my
shoulder. I knew I was going to have to open it up. I noticed the
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sticker on the back: “To be opened by qualified service personnel
only or warranty is invalid.” I mentioned this to my boss and he
handed me a screwdriver and said, “Now you’re qualified.” But I
didit. I'm asmart guy and I figured out what the problem was. The
point is, the entire company was a sham.

Atsome point, Irealized that the efforts of all twenty-five people
in this company were funneling through me as the one who
actually ended up executing the deals. They had five or six
salespeople whose job it was to make wild promises of what I was
capable of doing. These people had no technical experience and
made promises that were impossible to keep. If I was successful,
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Co T 0w fegat|  cither I was extremely lucky or stayed up all night poring over
e 5 o B manuals. I would be put in situations where I’d be driving to a site
growma e gy b i with a manual on mylap trying toreaditand drive atthe same time,
e el so I'd have a chance of knowing what to do when I got there.

Everybody was led to believe that if they helped get the com-
pany off the ground they would be rewarded with remarkable
opportunities in the company’s future. We thought this was our
chance to make itin the world. The company keptasking us to give
more and more. We were all killing ourselves for this company. I
literally worked thirty-six hour shifts without sleep in order to
fulfill the salesmen’s absurd promises. The raises and opportuni-
ties never came and that’s when we started to realize we had been
used. One by one all the original employees felt they were just
going to die if they worked another day for the company.

Iwanted to get fired so I could collect unemployment. I started
coming in at noon instead of 8:00 am. They yelled and got upset,
but they didn’t fire me. I started to constantly contradict the
salespeople. They would tell the customer something ridiculous
about how a certain computer system could do more than it
actually could. I would go to the customer and tell them not to buy
it because the company wouldn’t be able to live up to its promises.
Most of the customers took my advice. This would get back to the
boss, but they still wouldn't fire me because they were absolutely
dependent on me.

For years they had twisted things around so I felt that I was
dependent on them. I thought I had to stress out over every little
thing or I'd lose the job of a lifetime.

The company is still there, bigger than ever, but I know that
their growth was achieved on the backs of hundreds of people.

[
TECHNICAL WRITER ¢ DEXTER

I'm at my place of employment right now as I type this into my
Macintosh. I could be working. At least it looks like I’m working.
Since I'm a technical writer, it'’s only natural that I'd be filling up
my screen with words. However, for the last four years, I have spent
only one-third of my time at work filling the screen with work-
related words.

At my job, I write, edit and format all manner of technical
documents including user documentation, service manuals and
advanced development specifications. To accomplish this, I regu-
larly communicate with engineers for hardware and software,
physicists and marketing people. The people and the technology
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are interesting, and I really do enjoy technical communications.
But I am quick to find ways to not work. I have mastered many
writing, communications, and desktop publishing skills, and this
masteryusuallyallows me to do aweek’sworth of workin about two
days. In two days’ time — spread out across the week, of course —
I can do whatever they expect to be done and even a little more
sometimes, since it pays to seem industrious.

My philosophy is this: I'm a generalist, a person with diverse
interests which multiply daily. Left alone and wellfinanced, 1
would produce voluminous amounts of creative stuff in a variety
of media. But alas, society doesn’t cater to such capricious and
irresponsible thinkers. So I circumvent society’s shortcomings,
and still pay the bills, by doing my techno-artistic projects at work,
on company time. In the last four years, I have written a novella,
a workbook for a major publishing company’s science textbook,
two travel narratives, and countless smaller things. I have explored
computer music, art, and animation at work and have even written
a computer game. I have spent at least a couple thousand hours of
company time on my projects, and at a pretty good salary.

Most of my company work involves text and graphics, but so do
my projects. Most of the time, my co-workers think I am working
for the company. I'm never too cautious. Over-caution leads to
paranoia, and paranoia dampens the hedonistic spirit. The co-
workers who catch me have mixed reactions. Some of them
subscribe to the old ethic and think you should devote all your
work time to work. Others wish they could find the time at work to
do non-work-related stuff like I do. My various bosses have never
caught on. So my co-workers tolerate or admire me. They are
usually too caught up in their own activities to pay direct attention
to mine. And my bosses are content that my productivity is up to
or beyond par.

My situation is a by-product of the company environment. I will
try to get away with whatever I can for the sake of creativity. The
company is benefiting the whole planet by subsidizing my creative
effortswithout even knowingit. Sort of unconscious philanthropy.

= = =
SYSTEMS DESIGNER ¢ STAN

I'beat “the system” by helping to foul up a computer system for the
largest bank in the United States. I did it, well, sort of accidentally.
I've always felt ill-at-ease with the intentional stuff.

Istarted working for a savings and loan several yearsback, in the
systems department. Frank, the resident computer expert there,
was six feet tall and impeccably groomed — the very image of
conservatism. He was the one who taught me the art of corporate
sabotage.

Whenever there was a bug in the system, he took me to the
computer room on the fourth floor. Most big corporations have
their computer rooms protected by guards, pass-keys and special
ID devices. Not this place. We just asked the old, revered recep-
tionist to give us the key. She keptitin the unlocked top drawer of
her desk. Once in the computer room, Frank and I would find five
huge consoles blinking and whirring. When we — orrather, he —
figured out which console had the problem, we would switch it off
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and on really fast. This erased loan data from all over California.
But at least the computer system was working again.

Ironically, Frank left the company tobecome a consultant. Now
it was my job to take care of the company’s computer hardware. It
wasn’t too long before the system went down again. [ trudged to
the fourth floor and asked the old, revered receptionist for the
keys, which she surrendered gleefully. But I had a problem. I'd
long since forgotten the procedure for figuring out which com-
puters worked and which didn’t. T could think of only one
solution. I turned them all off and onreally fast. Ireminded myself
to take a look at the list of company job offerings on the way to my
desk.

A few minutes later, a co-worker told me that everything was
now working fine. He congratulated me for having absorbed so
much during my short tenure in the systems department.

One of the things I learned from all this is that the lessyou care
about your job, the easier it is to indulge in sabotage. But there’s
a paradox to it. If you’re doing something you really hate, why in
the hell are you doing it?

G
SCIENTIST ¢ ROGER

I'm in the Civil Service for the U.S. Army. Civil Service means that
I work for a branch of the government butI’m not in the military.
Military personnel run our facility but most of the people I work
with are civilians like myself.

I'm a computer programmer. I design software for various
weapons systems and see that it gets developed and installed into
computers in very remote locations. I've been doing this for about
twenty years.

I get reasonable pay. It’s not as good as what I can earn on the
outside because the benefits aren’t as good as in the private sector.
Sometimes I think about working for a private company, particu-
larly when friends have left and gotten twentyfive percent pay
raises. It makes me think, but I choose to stay because I enjoy my
work.

I travel in my job, and for certain projects I travel an awful lot.
In the eighties there was a period of time where we were required
to keep track of all of our meal expenses. It was a pain in the butt
to keep track of what I spent for breakfast, lunch and dinner. It was
much easier to just claim standard amounts of money even though
[ actually spent less. I learned that if I put down a certain dollar
amount I got reimbursed without any questions, because it was
within the maximum that the government would pay. No matter
what, I would always spend the maximum.

It’s hard to say what would happen if they found out. It would
be difficult to prove that there was some discrepancy of what I
recorded and what I actually spent. I could claim that it was a
record-keeping error. Itwas a system based on honesty, butitreally
was just a convenience to the government. I don’t think I was
taking advantage but it sure made my record-keeping easier.
Technically, Iwas doing something wrong, because [ was supposed
to sign the log sheet and say that I spent the exact amount I said
I did, but I don’t see it that way.
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B
SUPERVISOR ¢ BRIAN

I worked in Los Angeles at the world headquarters of Carnation
Company, the milk people. I worked on computers in the insur-
ance department. I was the one who knew the ins and outs of the
computer system. I did overnight — running reports, doing
checks on the computer printer, and cleaning up the garbage that
had been retained on the computer during the day. I had to run
it at night because everyone else had to be off the computers.

The company installed a Muzak system to keep the employees
brightened up, to keep them going. In the morning they played
Muzak that woke everyone up without being too upbeat. Just
before lunch it got a little smoother. After lunch, when everyone
was getting narcoleptic, it was real upbeat, like, “Tie a Yellow
Ribbon Around the Old Oak Tree.”

The Muzak was played twenty-four hours a day. When people
were in the office, the Muzak was just background noise but when
there was no one in the office, it was horrible. It would be louder
and brighter than usual. I couldn’t concentrate on my work while
listening to this shit. I thought about asking my supervisors to turn
it down, then I thought about what would happen if they said no.
I would be fucked. So, I climbed on top of a desk, pushed up a
section of the acoustic tile ceiling, and with a pair of scissors,
snipped the wires to the entire Muzak system.

Everyone came in the next day and no one noticed the Muzak
was gone. That was the amazing part. It wasn’t discovered until my
bosses realized they had missed a couple of the retirement parties
which had been announced over the building’s speaker system.

Iimmediately became a suspect. I got called into the top guy’s
office. He asked me if I knew anything about it. I said, “No, I don’t
know anything about it. There was some construction going on at
one point. Maybe one of those guys accidentally did it.” The boss
had agoodideathatIdidit, butknew he couldn’t prove anything.
He just gave me this look like he was going to watch me really
closely from then on.
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in the Eye of the Beholder
e
MURAL PAINTER ¢ HARVEY

Iwork for a company that produces custom murals and decorative
paintings. We do a lot of work for cruise ships, hotels, restaurants
and casinosin Vegasand Atlantic City. Asfar as [ know, therearen’t
many companies that do what we do. Art consultants bring us jobs
from all over the world.

We mainly do pictorial murals. We don’t do anything abstract.
My bosses have a real chip on their shoulders against anything
conceptual whatsoever; the more vapid the subject, the more they
like it. In fact, they try to keep human figures out of the composi-
tions as much as possible because the human figure can be a very
controversial thing. If the painting is in a public space and it
contains a group of figures, you’re almost guaranteed to offend
someone. The piece we’re working on right now has absolutely no
figures in it at all. It’s a big architectural painting of classic Greek
columns with a landscape in the background. It has a couple of
animalsin it. It’simpressive to someone who doesn’t want to think
about an image and just wants to be struck by its surface as they
glide past. It’s made to sit against the wall as a whisper instead of
a shout.

I do my best not to focus on the down side of my job but I'm not
a hopeless optimist either. I have to watch it while 'm working
there because if I let my cynicism be known I’ll just fuck myself out
of a job. It’s more important that I keep this veneer of calmness
and satisfaction.

Since I'm able to do more than just paint,  don’treally fall into
a monotonous routine. I think the frustration with my job comes
more from the fact that what I consider to be worthy and beautiful
art is opposed to my bosses’ opinions. They put a lot more
emphasis on money and let their artistic standards be dictated by
it. I'd like to think that mine are associated with something other
than cash. True, it’s a business, but they love to pose as artists. My
bosses’ notion of what good painting is really annoys me. It’s all
fluff. All false. We have to pump up the colors in the paintings to
these absurdly tacky proportions. I can have this twisted grin on my
face, just wallow in the cheesiness of it and really run with it, and
my boss will think that I'm really into it. In reality 'm mocking it.
I play the role and ape my boss. Then it ceases to be fun, and it
becomes dreary and I have to look for other ways to keep myself
amused.

Recently we did a job for the Walt Disney Corporation. They
specifically requested the Great Gatsby as the theme, which
basically is about rich people in the good old days. The ideawas to
make the people look happy and create the ideal that people off
the streets should strive to get a white suit, Panama hat and a
croquet mallet. One of my favorite scenes was a hotel scene where
people were seated at tables. In the background there was this
balconywhere I painted this little SS Stormtrooper. It was my little
comment on whatwas happeningin therest of the world while the
Great Gatsbys were whittling away their hours with cocktails. My
boss noticed itand said thatitlooked like a soldier, butI convinced
him it was a security guard. He dropped it at that. All of the people
that I worked with noticed it was a Nazi right away.
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I changed some of the pictures as I worked my way down the
panel. Thescene had framed pictures hanging on the background
wall which I changed to paintings by Francis Bacon: weird-shaped
monsters with pear-shaped bodies sitting on a wobbly table with
claws hanging over their heads. My boss didn’t say anything about
those either. There were some very large figures of two men and
two women in the foreground which I improved by adding a
psychological element. I made it look like the two men were ready
to fight it out in sort of a territorial mating battle over the women.
There were fifteen people painted into the middleground who
were all looking very alarmed, shocked and dismayed. The fore-
ground had the two men about to fight, the middleground had
these shocked onlookers, and the background had Francis Bacon
paintings and a Nazi. My bosses repainted the foreground figures
but never fixed anything else. It’s now installed in a hotel. That
gave me a lot of satisfaction. It’s pretty minor but it did make me
feel better.

I did a series of reproductions of Pompeii wall frescoes for an
Italian restaurant in Vegas. I changed figuresin that too. I painted
one guy with cloven hooves instead of feet, and put a knife in his
hand. I painted a few severed heads in that one, too. When 1
worked on some paintings of the New Orleans French Quarter, I
was appalled that these paintings had to go over slot machinesand
compete with them for attention. So I put three figures in the
balcony scene. One is pointing at the person who would be below
at the slot machine; one has a martini and is looking very aristo-
cratic and sneering at the slot-machine player. Then there’s this
other guy who is more of a caricature: he’s got big buck teeth, a
monocle, and an iron cross pinned to his lapel and has his head
back, also laughing at the person playing the machine.

It’s really hard to get away with anything more. I've been told
to repaint fruit in still lifes because they were too suggestive. [
didn’t do it on purpose, but once they called my attention to it, I
started to figure out ways that I could do it and get away with it.

e e
GRAPHIC DESIGNER ¢ ALEJANDRO

In 1981 I answered an ad in the newspaper for a graphic designer.
Five months later the company gave me a call and asked me if I
wanted to go to Saudi Arabia.

I ended up ata naval base in Jubail, Saudi Arabia. The company
I worked for had just won the contract to train newrecruits for the
Royal Saudi Navy. Most Americans working there were rednecks,
ex-military types, pirates and mercenaries — people who couldn’t
geta job anywhere else. I didn’t like my job because I didn’treally
like the people that I was working with, and I didn’t like the
country — it was featureless and there was nothing to do there. I
felt like I was doing time in prison but I just accepted the fact that
I was there because I really needed the money. I was getting paid
a lot better than I would have been in the States. A friend of mine
said [ was a “wetback with a vengeance” because [ went all the way
to Saudi Arabia to get a good-paying job.

I worked in the audio-visual department designing training
aids for the school. I did things like make big wall-sized mock-ups
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of .45 caliber pistols, cross-section drawings of cannons and gun
mounts, and charts that showed ten different ways to loop arope.
I put together lots of slide programs, from how to fight a fire to
explaining basic electronics.

Forty percent of what we did was write the names of students on
graduating certificates. For every class they took (and each person
took about fifty to sixty classes) they got a little certificate. So, we
would spend a lot of our time writing Arabic names in calligraphy
on these certificates.

Every once in a while, the Saudis would get a hair up their ass
and open up the training contract for bidding. After I'd worked
there for three years, our company got outbidded and lost the
contract. The people in my department needed money as bad as
I did; so, to keep ourselves fully employed, we started to misspell
the students’ names on their certificates. We’d get some guys
whose names we’d end up writing over and over again. We messed
up as many as we could. Sometimes we didn’t even need to fuck
them up because when you write something in Arabic like
Mohammed, is it Mohammed or Muhammad? There’s no way of
translating it literally. We were able to extend our contract for
three months because we had to finish all of these certificates.

[ e e
ART GALLERY ASSISTANT e BILL

There’s no real concept of my job description because the man-
ager and owner see me as aworker and themselves as the ones who
sell the art so I have to do whatever they want. They don’t care.
They just pile shit on me. In that sense my work environment is
tense. The boss has no idea what it’s like to work and be bossed
around. Not that that’s atypical of any job.

I'm called the shipping manager. I don’t manage anyone, I just
manage the shipping. But shipping is just a small portion of my
job. Theyreally need two people to do the work but they only have
one doing it, and that’s me. My job involves everything from
hanging artin the gallery to getting paper cups for the kitchen to
shipping art all over the world.

The galleryis owned by a woman, and her husband manages it.
He doesall of the businessstuff. Heisanincredibly uptightasshole
who does not trust anybody. He’s always suspicious about the
littlest things which isreason enough to hate the guyand notreally
give a shit about doing a good job.

We handle mainlyfine prints by artists like Picasso, Miré, Frank
Stella, Andy Warhol. All big names, we don’t mess around. We
have thingsranging from $1,500 to $1,000,000. Sometimes people
will come in and they have some money that they want to invest,
so they get a piece for their house. Other times people don’t give
a shit and buy what they like. We have a couple of clients who buy
thousands of dollars worth of art every year.

I don’t have much respect for the art because I see it all the
time. When you see the stuff in the gallery or a museum it might
be interesting, but to me it’s like handling cans of soup. It’s just
a commodity, an object. I have to haul it around the gallery at the
boss’ request. I end up carrying this stuff up and down stairs all the
time so I treat it like a bag of bricks. When I'm overworked I don’t
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care that I'm handling a $20,000 Matisse because I have to unpack
it, log it in the inventory and put it in a storage drawer.

I'm supposed to handle all of the art with cotton gloves so the
oil from my hands doesn’t ruin the art, but I never use them, I
always “forget.” I don’t bother putting tissue paper between the
prints to protect them, so some things get marks on them. [ am
really careful to dent the frames. I just throw the art in the drawers.
I'm supposed to be careful with it, but I have too much stuff to do
to worry about shit like that.

I once picked up a Matisse that was matted from a drawer. Itwas
easilyworth well over $50,000. Since the mat wasn’t done very well
the art slipped through it and ripped. I'm supposed to send any
damaged art to the art restorer, but I never do that because it only
adds to the backlog of work I have to do, and can get me in trouble
with the bosses. So, I took the Matisse, rolled it up, and shipped it
to the place it was going and didn’t tell anyone.

Recently, I had tosend a piece of arttoa particular clientand
there was a small nick in the frame. I should have filled it in with
plaster and painted over it, but all I did was color itin with a brown
marker. If a print comes back from the framer with a dent or a
scrape in it I just ship it anyway. I don’t want to hassle the framer
about a little nick because he’s just a working guy like me. I don’t
want to screw anyone else. If the client does notice the nick then
I just say that it was fine when I sent it out. That’s the thing I do, I
never take responsibility even if I'm responsible for it. I always
remind the owners when they notice something wrong that I'm
not the only personwho handlesthe artand if Iwas, nothing would
be wrong.

There’s this common illusion that if someone gives you a job,
they are doing you a favor. In reality they’re going to take you for
everything you’re worth. So you stop caring. Sometimesyou have
to get certain things done and it’s best just to get them done. Most
people have a certain work ethic where they feel like they have to
do everything their boss tells them to do. It gets to the pointwhere
people worry in advance about not doing a good job, much like
ingrained intimidation. Butafter awhile you stop giving a shitand
stop getting excited about all of the work that needs to be done.
You stop caring what your boss says, and you don’t care about
being yelled at anymore.

I used to have what I thought was guilt about not doing a good
jobor not doing things fastenough. ThenIrealized thatwhat I felt
wasn’t guilt but rather a fear of being caught and fired. But once
you create the illusion of being agood worker the chances ofbeing
fired are less. My bosses now say that I seem happier, which I am,
but it’s because I decided that 'm not going to get uptight if
someone is breathing down my neck. I realized that I was being
overworked. This is an objective fact. Second objective fact: my
boss is a fuckin’ asshole and does not have any conception of what
my job is like day-to-day. The way I see it, people aren’t assholes
because they're bosses, they’re bosses because they’re assholes.
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TEACHER » KAT

When I finished college, I started doing secretarial jobs and I just
hated it. One of my best friends was going through a teaching
programand I thoughtitwould be agood idea because I definitely
didn’t want to be a secretary for the rest of my life. So, Iwent back
to school and got my teaching credential.

One thing about teaching in general is that there are too many
kids. If you have more than thirteen people to a teacher, the
learning curve goes down. We have between thirty and thirty-five
kids. You have to compromise your ethics to teach at all. It really
feels like the power structure doesn’t want people to learn things.
I don’t think this is anything new, but to be teaching and knowing
that, it’s a big compromise. Sometimes I justfeel like a martyr, that
I’'m getting fucked over just as much as the kids are. I think there’s
alot of frustration among the teachers I know. There are afewwho
are exceptional, whose hearts are really into it and are able to do
fantastic things with children and make being at school interest-
ing. I think that most teachers just want to survive. A lot of them
treat it just like any other job.

I substitute-taught for about two and a half years. The job was
very tedious and I was treated poorly by the staff and the adminis-
tration. Asfor the kids, the more T had to discipline them, the more
we were pitted against one another. Most of the time there were
no lesson plans or they just had boring stuff to do, so they just
goofed around. I struck a balance with them: I let them get away
with so much and let myself relax and not do as much work. I did
this to survive because substituting is a very hard job. I often came
away from it not feeling too good. More than once the administra-
tor got mad at me because the class was too noisy. The best part of
the job was that I didn’t have a boss. I could walk away and work
at another schoolif I didn’t like the place or the principal. I liked
the lack of responsibility. That’s the onlyredeeming quality of that
job.

I don’t think the materials that we use present subjects in an
appropriate way. I was teaching history and the kids were so
freaked out when they read about Henry VIII. They asked how he
could have killed so many people. How could he be aking if he was
bad? How does somebody get to be a king and why were there
kings? I explained to them that powerful people rule things and
it’s the same way here. Theysaid that the President could never do
something like that. I explained that he could, it’s just not as
obvious. I often go off on subjects like that.

I ended up teaching sixth grade science this year, and it was the
first time I'd taught sex education. It’s notreally sex education; it’s
more like education about the reproductive system. I used the
teaching materials I was given, but discovered that the way we
teach sex education is to say that girls get periods and bleeding,
and boys get erections and wet dreams. The material desexualized
women by saying that they don’t have erections or wet dreams. I
told the class that girls have erections and wet dreams too, and
periods are a whole other subject. I've never heard any other
teacher say this. I don’t know how the administration would have
reacted if they heard me saying that to the class. Something that’s
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notin the curriculum, especially something about sensitive issues,
might be seen as harmful to the students. I guess one should
discuss something new with the administration in order to get
some feedback on it; but for me, it was something that wound its
way into what I was teaching at the time.

B
HISTORICAL INTERPRETER
PRIVATE CHARLES

I was-a member of the Fort Ontario Guard at Fort Ontario, New
York, on the shores of Lake Ontario. I had to dress up in Civil War
garb and recreate the year 1869. Our daily schedule consisted of
polishing our equipment for an hour, flag ceremonies and inspec-
tion. Once in a while we had drill, too.

* Tourists came and the whole situation was very militaristic. It
wasn’t set up so that we were performing for tourists; rather, we
were part of a drill squad and had to perform in straight military
order. Some of the people on guard decided to make the military
look as silly as possible. The inspections turned out to be pretty
funny sometimes, because the commanding officer had to come
up to each of us, inspect our equipment, and ask us all these
questions about the different parts of the fort and the different
parts of our uniforms. Of course, we always told the tourists that
stuff so fast that no one could understand what we were saying. A
lot of the tourists knew that we were goofing off and enjoyed it, but
the more militaristic people didn’t, and once in a while they’d
complain.

Sometimes, a guard would mess up while we were marching
and get punished. We thought that some of the practices were
pretty unfair, considering the heat. We wore these huge, thick
wool uniforms, and if we messed up a certain number of times, we
had to run a lap around this parade ground. One day a guy was
marching post and he just fainted. A few weeks later we thought,
“Wow, that worked pretty well ‘cause he fainted, and we didn’t
have to march post for the rest of the day.” We decided to have him
“faint” again when it was really hot so we could get out of marching
post. Later we put ina complaint, and somehow theregional office
found out about the punishment practices, and they were ended.
It was much too much.

The biggest incident was when I was left in charge. I had been
there a couple of yearsand was the second ranking person. Usually
the guard was in charge of punishing people, but the assistant
manager decided he was going to give out the punishments that
day, which was totally out of line. He had a guy march the most
brutal post for an entire hour. It consisted of standing stock still in
the heat — you couldn’t move a muscle. It was one of the hottest
days of summer, and the hottest summer in thirty-three years. It
was deadly, grueling punishment. I thought, “This is too much,”
and I took him off post. The assistant manager didn’t like that. He
also thought that a bunch of us were scheming together.

There were two outhouses that were considered the guards’
domain —we used them as dressing rooms, and spent our off-duty
time there. The assistant manager decided to punish one of the
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guards by making him switch outhouses. When he switched, I
decided that we all had to switch. Management was stepping
beyond its ounds: the assistant manager usually hung out with us,
but he was pulling power trips and getting out of control. The
whole circus atmosphere had boosted morale incredibly. It cre-
ated a more tolerable place to work, because conditions were
pretty tough. When they started cracking down on that, we ran
into trouble. I got fired that day, and later the rest of the guards
threatened toquit. The boss showed up at myapartment that night
and begged me to come back. I didn’t have any choice economi-
cally, so I did.

I think that they have been trying to move away from the drill
squad concept anyway, because this one historian found out that
it wasn’t a drill squad there in 1869, but a bunch of old disabled
veteransfrom the CivilWar whowere serving their last few months.

e
LIBRARIAN ¢ ART

Long before I started working in the library, I had a vision of it as
auniverse, with all the possibilities for the literate mind that such
a universe contains.

My first library job was working with periodicals. The fellow
who sat across from me at the check-in counter resembled a
morgue attendant; we became good friends. We had the same wry
sense of humor. After several months, without ever discussing it,
we simultaneously played the same prank on each other.

In the card file for the respective parts of the alphabet that we
worked on, we created strange-sounding titles for serials or peri-
odicals which the library was allegedly receiving. For example, I
planted cards for Public Equanimity: Its Construction and Mainte-
nance and Stellar Inquest: the Review of Celebrities on the Slab. He
retaliated with Roman Orgies: Then and Now. Theywere generally of
a macabre nature; that’s where our humor was. Of course, the
cards were supposed to indicate a bibliographer’s interest in
seeing the publication. We forged the initials of a deceased
bibliographer and backdated the cards to cover our tails. Since it
was a card system, the only way it could have been detected would
have been through afilereading, when someone goes through the
file card by card to see if they’re in order. Since we read our own
files, there wasn’t much chance of anyone else catching us.

Having passed much of the last decade working in libraries, I
know that our little amusement was nothing unique. In fact, many
other library workers I've spoken with around the country play the
same game of creating books or faking publications by cobbling
together some kind of bibliographicshell. As anintellectual game,
it is very appealing to people of a particular bent — or a bent
imagination! With the proliferation of on-line computer systems,
the possibilities become exponentially richer, because if you use
a cataloging utility to create a record for a book that has no
previous existence, it can take on a life of its own. I've talked to
librarians in Texas and California who have amused themselves by
inputting these fake records and following up by observing with
great satisfaction the processing of inter-library loan requests for
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these fanciful titles. Admittedly, it does mean some poor schmuck
has to trudge through the stacks in vain for avolume that will never
be found, but I suppose there are more meaningless pursuits, like
banking or law.

In the library world, the “authority file” is a file of names and
versions of those names that people use when they write or
publish. Keeping them all straight is a cataloguer’s duty. You have
to set it up so that people can search for it and pull the most
number of records of titles by a given author. Because people have
the proclivity for using many different names, “see” records are a
part of this file, which refer you from one form of a name to
another.  heard of one clerkwho puta “see”reference for Reagan,
Ronald Wilson, that said, “see 666.” This made it into the micro-
fiche catalog. It may have been a bit obvious. It was very quickly
detected and “fixed.”

Another one of my pranks has been to deface existing records
with subtle alterations. Around the time Salman Rushdie was
issued his death warrant, I went into the record for Satanic Verses
and put in a special field which indicated that one of the library’s
copies was the special infidel edition, with an asbestos dust jacket.
That particular description remained in the system for over ayear,
until somebody took it out. I wonder whether some pyro of the
public came running to see the book, but I'll never know...

R
INFORMATION CLERK ¢ CHRIS

My stint at the Downtown Community College lasted a mere three
months, but for me it was a turning point for a couple of reasons.
For one thing I learned word processing there, which catapulted
me from $5 to $6 to $10 to $12/an hour jobs. Italso made me aware
that most people, especially in San Francisco, work in offices. |
wanted to address this fact, since I, too, was suddenly an “informa-
tion handler.”

As an information clerk I sat right inside the front door and
spent seven hours a day telling people where the bathroom was,
when and where classes met and about English as a Second
Language. The school provided two basic services, both primarily
for the benefit of the downtown office world: basic training in
office skills, and English classes for immigrants and refugees that
prepared them for low-wage, rudimentary data entry jobs.

The job’s nemesis was familiar — I'wasn’t allowed toread, even
when there was nothing to do. I was supposed to “look profes-
sional,” according to my corporate-climbing boss, Ms. Walton. She
was appallingly dumb, and as far as I could tell, she hardly knew
anything about goings-on in the school. I think she was an image-
builder for the community colleges. Knowing little and being self-
conscious about it, she was pressured to accomplish things she
didn’t understand, and she’d vent her fears by admonishing me
for reading the paper at my desk during lulls.

I hadn’t planned to stay long, and despite the two-year mini-
mum [ promised in the interview, I planned on a long summer
vacation. About six weeks before I planned to quit, I composed a
fake advertisement for the DCC and had it printed up. The ad
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summarized all my jaded views of the purpose of this training
institute for the clerical working-class. About ten days before I had
planned to quit, I began surreptitiously placing them inside the
Fallschedules of City College, which I distributed at the front desk.
A few days later the shit hit the fan. A co-worker came running up
to me and asked if | had done the yellow leaflet that had the entire
schoolin an uproar. I smiled and told her, “No, never heard of it.”
Nonetheless, it was obvious to my co-workers, who knew I had a
bad attitude, that I was the culprit.

I was absent from my work station when the director, Dr. B.,
came in. She gave me a dark look as I scurried back to my position.
Five minutes later the phone rang, and I was told to come to her
office. She looked rather pale as I entered. She was boiling but
tried to act calm. She pulled out a copy of the leaflet and thrust it
at me, saying, “What can you tell me about this?”

I'said, “Oh, is that the yellow leaflet I was told about? Can I see
it?” I took it and sat down and slowly read it as if I had never seen
it before. I chuckled at the funny parts, dragging out my feigned
surprise until she finally exploded, “You are sick! You must be
deranged to do something like this. It’s damaging to our institute.
You're fired!”

I had put her name and the school’s actual logo on it, so I
denied responsibility just in case some kind of lawsuit ensued. I
protested that Iwanted to complete my final week, but she told me
to go. I felt quite satisfied with the extra days off before my
vacation.
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B
DESK CLERK ¢ DUNCAN

The place was one-third old people who had lived there forever,
one-third male and female prostitutes and the other third were
transients who would stay for a night or two at a time. It took me
a while to get used to the hours; plus, the wages were really low.
The bosses were dicks, especially my supervisor, who was pretty
weird. He was perfectly manicured, with permed hair and curled
beard, hairy chest and gold chains.

One morning he came in at about seven and started bitching
at me for some stupid little thing. Iwasn’tfeeling too well butI'said
I'was sorry anyway. But then he wouldn’tletup. He went on for ten
minutes. I felt too ill to work so I went home. I crashed out all day
and gotup justin time to go back to work. I grabbed some take-out
food and was eating it at the beginning of the shift. The supervisor
was there but not to work. He started hounding on me about the
same shitthathe had been going on aboutin the morning. Iwasn’t
really in the mood for it and I told him so. He wouldn’t stop. Iwas
sitting in the booth and he was about ten feet away from me. He
wouldn’t shut up. Finally I yelled, “Shut the fuck up!” and threw
my salad at him. It smacked him right in the face; the dressing got
all over his beard, his clothes, and his hairy chest. It was wonderful.
All the people around really loved it, and he shut up. After that he
was so nice to me. Sometimes you have to set your limits with
people.

Ididn’t get fired for that. I got fired later for being humane to
the people who lived there. There wasn’t a desk clerk there who
wasn’t an absolute turd. I was nice to people. I'd help them with
their laundry and stuff like that. I’d go out of my way to make living
there a little more pleasant for them.

B
CHAMBERMAID  KIM

It’s a beautiful summer day, and as we approach the hotel it looks
like a medieval castle on an artificial lake, with ducks flownin from
some more hospitable land. Limos pull into the front entrance,
but we head round back and park next to the dumpster already
reeking from the sun. We walk down a concrete passageway with
burnt-out bulbs and open a door where a blast of fluorescent light
and humid heat hits us: it’s the laundry room. We take the service
elevator up one flight and there are a wealth of possibilities —
effusive light, soft carpets, dark wood and polished brass. With the
blue smock on we are invisible in this world — we are “the help.”

There are several work crews in the housekeeping department
and we're all partial to different kinds of sabotage. At 6:00 am one
squad heads down to the bar. It’s in a locked room with the inside
modeled after an ancient hunting hall. There is little activity here
early in the morning. All the lock needs is a plastic credit card and
we’re in. Workers jostle like newborn animals for position under
the beer taps. They continue the day piss-drunk and vaguely
happy.

There’s a club that subscribes only to pranks. Membership is
drawn mostly from the “houseboys,” young men and women who
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collect dirty linen and glasses from the chambermaids’ carts. The
sport of choice is throwing breakable items from high places.
Some like to loosely wrap a bunch of glasses in a sheet and chuck
it down the laundry chute. This creates a beautiful mess down at
the other end and the screams of the laundry workers echo the
length of the chute. Laundry workers hate the houseboys, but
would never report them to management; in a twisted way every-
one looks out for each other.

When these activities get boring, houseboys will go up to the
roof and throw items directly off the building onto the back
driveway. The coup de grace is when someone steals a fifty-pound
container of milkfrom the kitchen. It’s nice, quite nice. But all this
throwing can get tiring. When houseboys are sleepy they let
themselves into a linen closet, one on each floor. Towels and
sheets are strategically placed on the front of the shelves and a cozy
little sleeping nook is created in the back.

Chambermaids employ many types of sabotage but shirking is
the most common. Housekeeping s the hotelshitjob thatinvolves
a bizarre intimacy with the customer. Front-desk folk may talk to
these people but they don’t have to clean up everything from used
condoms and diapers to thousands of hairs in the tub. The key to
survival is cutting corners.

Some chambermaids opt for the lazy approach. Instead of
dragging out the heavy vacuum, just drag a broom across the
carpet to makeitlook likeit’sbeen vacuumed. We’re allotted eight
hours to clean around fifteen rooms. If we can finish them in five
hours, we then have three hours of leisure time. Chambermaids
are skillful at disappearing. The trick is to park your cart some-
where you’re not, and escape to one of the vacant cleaned rooms.
Lie on the bed in the air-conditioned room and watch hours of
soap operas and MTV.

Other chambermaids prefer to do a fastidious and painstak-
ingly long job in each room. Clean a little and then perch on the
edge of the bed and read a bit of the occupant’s magazine. Thisis
a little more dangerous because that occupant could walk into the
room at any time. We have to be prepared to jump up and look
busy at any moment. A chambermaid was once blown away while
sitting on the bed reading in a dimly-lit room; a man sat up, who
unbeknownst to her had been sleeping in the bed.

Members of all the housekeeping groups band together when
it comes time for stealing. All bags are searched on the way out, but
that’s no deterrent. Bags are stuffed full of smallitems such as soap
and shampoo, and the workerswalk right out the main lobby door
of the hotel. For more major thefts it’s back to the rooftop.
Workers with pick-up trucks drive to the back of the hotel. Others
throw boxes of linen, shower curtains, towels, just anything, into
the waiting trucks. A favorite item was the 1000-pack of chocolate
mints put on guests’ pillows. To this day, none of us can even look
at a chocolate mint without gagging.

o ]
ROOM SERVICE WAITER » BORIS

For six years I've been employed at one of San Francisco’s grandest
hotels. It’s prestigious, very expensive and prides itself on its fine
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service and glitz. Being the type of hotel that it is, there’s a big
social division between the corporate types and the back house
people.

Among the workersthemselves there’s alot of respect. With the
supervisors, it’s kind of iffy. Some of them are well-liked because
they don’t give the employees a hard time and are amenable to
feedback. The ones who do give the employees a hard time fitinto
a definite pattern: they tend to be people that go to hotel manage-
ment training school. These people want to become the big
cheese, and ways of doing that include handing out layoff slips,
shitting on workers and pushing people around. Some tension is
built around this.

There was this one asshole supervisor who was stealing really
expensive bottles of wine, and everybody knew it. Someone blew
the whistle on him. The security guards caught him, but of course
hewasn’tfired. IfI had been caught doing that, Iwould have been
out the door.

The most common form of sabotage we’re really big on is
eating food that we’re not supposed to eat. They don’t like people
helping themselves. One time I saw these guys running out the
kitchen during the graveyard shift and I couldn’t figure out what
was going on. It turned out that they had helped themselves to the
shrimp scampi and didn’t want the manager to see them because
they would have all gotten in a lot of trouble.

We’re constantly doing the sodas and the mineral waters,
which are kept under lock and key. I know where the key is. It’s a
simple matter of waiting until my boss isn’t looking and then
getting the stuff out. Quite alot of drinking takes place on the job,
especially among the dishwashers. When there’s a banquet going,
there’s lots of wine and champagne. Bartenders and waiters pop
bottles open at every turn. When the party’s over, all the open
bottles go down to the kitchen on a huge cart and the late night
dishwashing crew will drink what’s leftover. If they’re lucky they’ll
get a waiter to open them up a beer. It has some funny results. A
few months ago they canned this dishwasher who got drunk and
ended up pissing all over the delivery elevators. I've walked by guys
who got so drunk during the late night shift that they’d be asleep
in the hallway, oblivious to the world. We usually make them an
espresso and make sure they’re okay.

Most people who work there have a bad attitude. The longer
people work there, the less gung ho they are. They’ll do the
minimum to keep their job but they’ll show up late or hungover.
Theyadmittheydon’t care. Because of the union, it’s very difficult
to get fired. Once you getsick of it, you just fuck off. For places like
that to be profitable, the workers have to give 120 percent. And
here, they don’t.

e
SECURITY GUARD ¢ ROBIN

I found out about the job through an ad in the newspaper and I
was hired on thespot. Only later did I find out thata security guard
is seen as one of the lowest jobs in this country. It’s easy to become
one and most don’t last that long.
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My first assignment was the graveyard shift at a 500-room hotel
downtown. I was the only guard there. I had to secure the entire
building, keep people from stealing and respond to emergency
calls.

The first couple of months I was very professional and friendly.
But after a while, I started to search through the entire hotel for
places to sleep. I found two rooms where I made nests with
mattresses and pillows. I used to put my two-way radio between my
head and the pillow so when my supervisor called me, it would
wake me up. I'm sure my voice always sounded like I had just
woken up but it didn’treally matter because whenever I got called
to do something, I'd say I was busy.

Istarted to get bored, so I began stealing small things like food
and beer from the kitchen. Butwhen I startstealing from a job, it’s
like a snowball effect, an addiction, I can’t stop it. I was supposed
to make sure all the rooms were locked and secure, but all I did was
check to see if a door was open, to see what I could steal. I stole TV
sets, lamps, chairs and furniture. Iwould run from one end of the
building to the other to take the stuff to the garage where I parked
my car.

I made little plans for myself to steal all of the time because it’s
the only fun thing I could do at work. My main mission was to steal
lots of things, and to see what was the biggest thing that I could take
without being noticed. There was one room, which I didn’t have
access to, where they keptslide projectors and cameras. It was very
tempting to me. I had a large set of keys to all of the rooms, but I
couldn’t get into that one. I figured out they must have an
emergency key to open all the doors. I had the key to getinto the
maintenance room so l wentin there, found the big drawer where
they kept all the keys, and got the key for that room. I took about
$700 worth of audio-visual equipment. I remember once when I
took a slide projector; it took me about fifteen seconds to get the
courage to take it and go down the secondary stairs and through
the emergency exit to make a shortrun to my car. When I shut my
trunk and knew the projector was in there it was like an orgasmic
pleasure. I finally had it. After a while, the stealing got boring, so
I quit.
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PRESS OPERATOR ¢ LEROY

I'ran a web press for a small daily newspaper that is distributed all
over the West Coast. I had worked there several months and had
become friends with one of the assistants.

My boss was one of the worst tyrants I had ever worked for, and
for some reason he hated the assistant, who was very shy and
introverted. He took great pleasure in letting him know how small,
stupid and worthless he was. The assistant was half Korean, half
American, born in Korea but recently arrived in the U.S. with no
family or friends. All he had was this horrible job. The boss fired
him one afternoon in a frenzy of sadistic hatred. I argued with the
boss and he asked me if I would like to be fired too. I said, “No,”
and went back to work.

Itwas 11:00 am and the paper needed to be printed by 4:00 pm
so it could get delivered to air freight at the airport for delivery. I
futzed around the press ‘til the afternoon. Around 3:00 pm the
boss came down and saw that the papers weren’t printed yet. I said
the plates weren’tready, there were technical problems, etc. Time
wore on with the boss getting more and more agitated as the press
sat by silently. Finally, the tension exploded as I started cursing
him outfor firing the assistant. [walked off the job, with no papers
printed and no time for him to get a replacement printer. The
“daily” would have to take the next day off.

L e
DISTRIBUTOR ¢ CHARLES

I knew the guy who had the distribution rights for a large daily
newspaper. I was going to college and needed a job so I started
working for him delivering newspapers. I was making very little
money, but since it was a college town and jobs were had to find,
I took what I could get.

To a certain extent, I managed the entire distribution thing
because the guy Iworked for didn’t pay much attention to it. When
I started working there the whole thing was a mess. There were six
or seven routes and they were all screwed up. The route books
weren’t up to date. Nobody really knew what they were doing. 1
made sure that things were running more smoothly. I was doing
a lot more work than I was supposed to be doing. I was doing it
mostly because I couldn’t stand the mess that was there, and also
because I expected that my work would be appreciated.

I delivered about 300 and something papers to individual
homes and probably 300 to 400 to paper racks. It took several
hours, from 1:00 until 7:00 in the morning. I wasn’t happy doing
itatall, because I thought that I'd be getting more money from it.
I asked for more money a number of times. It was always, “Later,
later ... we’ll see.” I did not like the attitude this guy had at all
because he wasn’t really pulling his weight. If I hadn’t done the
stuff I did, the place would still be a mess.

My first idea of how to get a raise was to make myself indispens-
able, so that the place could not go on without me. That in itself
didn’treally prove possible because he simply didn’t care. So then
I thought Iwould make myroute so impossible that nobody could
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do anything about it. I didn’t keep my route book up to date and
any entries I made in it were completely confusing. They weren’t
lies, but they weren’t easy for anybody but me to read.

It ended on a Sunday morning. The Sunday paper was a really
big job because it was a lot larger and more people got it, so it took
two people to do it. Iwould usually just hire someone for the day,
but I told my boss that I couldn’tgetanybody, so he had to help me.
I wanted to make sure he was there with me. Then I gave him an
ultimatum:“You give me that raise that we’ve been talking about
for such a long time, or I'll quit and then you’re really going to be
sorry.” I told him that he would not be able to find anybody to do
my route because it was so complicated. He didn’t go for that. He
would not flat out say, “No, I will not give you a raise.” I did not
really intend to leave that morning, but I decided it was a perfect
opportunity because he would really be screwed.

I was so mad at him that that's what I did. He was left there with
500 Sunday papers and a route book he couldn’tread. He leaned
out the window and screamed at me to come back and not to leave
him in the lurch but I said, “Too bad, you had your chance.” As far
as I know, he was probably doing that route well into the night.

[ ]
PAPERBOY ¢ BOB

I started delivering papers when I was eleven years old and I did it
throughout high school because I've basically been on my own
since age thirteen. I had to work, and how many other opportuni-
ties are there for a little kid?

I had about 100 customers on my San Diego Union route. The
route paid fairly well, but since we were called “independent
contractors” by the company, they would sell us the papersand we
had to worry about collecting the money from the customers. It
was kind of fucked because if a customer skipped town, the
company wasn’t out of the money, a eleven-year-old kid was.

The only way to get back at the company was to not put their
shitty inserts in. The paper got dropped off at my house at 4:30 in
the morning and sometimes therewould be noinserts. I'd justfold
the paper, put a rubber band around it, and start throwing it to
people’s houses. Buta lot of days I'd have to put ad inserts in all of
the papers, especially Thursday because of the food section. It
really sucked when they gave us three ads on the same day. Usually
it was one or two a day. If I was running late and had to put these
inserts in, I would just say, ‘Fuck it,” and not put them in.
Sometimes Iwould get in trouble because so-and-so worked at May
Company and didn’t get their ad in the paper that day. Basically,
if they treated me like shit, I wouldn’t put their inserts in.

They had various ways of treating the paperboys like shit —
being ultra-harsh on us if we were a few minutes late delivering
papers, or trying to get us to deliver them earlier. I never got them
out on time. It wasn’t always done on purpose, but if someone got
their paper at 7:00 instead of 6:30, I didn’t lose any sleep over it.
It was all based on an honesty policy and whenever I put out my
trash, I'd hide the inserts, so when the delivery guy drove by in the
morning, he wouldn’t see them.
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B
ASSEMBLER ¢ DENVER

Mailers are responsible for the handling and assembly of newspa-
pers. We operate inserting machines, tying and stacking ma-
chines, and other equipmentrelated to the production of finished
bundles of papers. We do all the work between the pressroom and
circulation.

In August 1988, the Denver Mailers’ Union, having failed to
sign a contract with the new owners of the Denver Post, was attacked
with forty-two percent to fifty-five percent pay cuts. At the time, all
other unions had contracts. We were isolated and vulnerable. For
fourteen months we conducted a campaign against the paper.

We came up with several ideas which we did notact on, because
they could have led to prison. Perhaps we should have taken more
action — hostile, militant and illegal — but $8.60 an hour, even if
it’s far from $15.03 an hour, is better than prison. We had
informational and boycott picket lines. We used a bullhorn to tell
drivers stopped at lights to boycott. We leafletted any promotional
event sponsored by the Post. We had Jobs with Justice rallies. We
had radio ads and we were on TV several times. We had a phone
bank to get cancellations. We would drive through different
neighborhoods writing down addresses of subscribers, look up
their phone numbers in reverse directories, and then call them
and ask for cancellations. It’s just as easy to get someone to cancel
as it is to get them to subscribe. And, we worked to rule.

Working to rule means doing just what you’re told to do —
nothing else. Don’t draw conclusions, act like you’re expected to
actand don’tin any way think for the boss. If they ask you to go
do something, go doit. Did theyaskyou to come back? How doyou
knowyou’re supposed to? Maybe theywill come to where they sent
you and ask something else. If asked to train new hires, train them
tofight. Part of learning how to do the workright s learning to do
the work wrong. Show them how to be sloppy, not to worry about
production. After all, if they cared about production, theywouldn’t
make uswork understaffed and underpaid, sowhy should we care?
Take your time. Take as much time asyou can to do anything. You
can even do some jobs so carefully, so meticulously, that it
amounts to a slowdown. Just be prepared with answers if ques-
tioned or hassled. Be polite, unless you’re in a situation when the
company has made an error according to its own dictates. Then,
you can probably get away with causing increased stress for the
boss.

Some things which come to mind like a thunderstorm: some
machines have sharp corners or burrs. Try to wear them smooth
bydragginginserts over them. Also, athumbtackinside aglove can
do a lot of clandestine tearing. Ride power equipment while
applying the brakes. This saps the charge. Stick paper in conveyor
belts —enough paper will jam it. Load compactors on one side —
also good for a jam. It’s easy to drop palmed “surprises” into the
buckets — any unpleasant item will do. Drop inserts on the floor,
kick them around, tear out pages they need like the TV guide.
Develop speech impediments for the bosses and stare at their
bellies if they’re fat. Everyone start whistling different songs if
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there is downtime. Also, laughing together at downtime is good.
Screw around with adjustments on equipment. Call office num-
bers at crucial times, tying up the lines. Remove a stack of papers
from avending machine on Sunday. Return them a week later into
the same machine and take out the new ones. Save the new ones
for the next week. Be creative, and don’t be afraid to take some
chances. But don’t take chances with your workmates’ safety or
property. Don’t threaten those who refuse to sabotage. Don’t
damage company property that you need, like sinks, toilets, etc.
Do have fun with the sons-of-bitches; it’s all they’re good for.

R
REPORTER e LEE

After I graduated from journalism school I got a job with the
Burlington County Herald, a daily paper in south Jersey. I was making
a whopping $150 a week and wasn’t a happy camper. The editor
and I did not get along. He kept berating me for failing to write my
lead paragraphs in two sentences with one-syllable words. He was
upset that he had to edit everything I wrote.

One day he got really mad and assigned me to the police beat.
My job was to call up every police department in the south Jersey
area and write a recap of the evening’s events for the morning
paper. Iwrotethe headlines, the leadsand the story, which wasvery
unusual in those days. The editor was again hassling me for my
extended lead paragraphs for these minimal stories. It got to the
point where he threatened to fire me so I said, “Fine. You want
short paragraphs, you got ‘em.”

The very next day two articles appeared in the paper. One
headline read “Dead.” This was followed by “Dateline: Medford
New Jersey. That's what Harry Serbronski was after his car hit a
telephone pole at eighty-six miles an hour.” The other headline
was “300 pounds burnt.” At the time, the police were raiding a lot
of potgrowers and everybodyassumed, after reading the headline,
that another pot grower had been caught. But the next line was
“Dateline: Marlton, New Jersey. Flash fire went through a farm
building killing one obese woman weighing 304 pounds.”

The family of the woman sued the paper on grounds of malice.
The paper was taken to court over the story and lost. I gotfired the
next day. I had no regrets. I didn’t care.







