
Februar y 2008C i t y  E m p l o y e e s  C l u b

SERVING OVER
18,000 CITY AND
DWP EMPLOYEES

Vo l .  7 n No.  2

City Employees Club of Los Angeles
350 S. Figueroa St., Suite 700
Los Angeles, CA 90071

CHANGE SERVICE REQUESTED

PRSRT STD
US POSTAGE

PAID
Permit #30391

Los Angeles, CA

Be My Club
Valentine!

Be My Club
Valentine!

A
liv

e!
ph

ot
os

by
A

ng
el

G
om

ez
,M

em
be

rS
er

vi
ce

sM
an

ag
er

Nothing Says
Valentine Like
Two City Hearts
n Alive! talks to seven 
couples who fell in love 
while working for the City.
CLUB HEADQUARTERS — Lots of City
Employees love working for the City. But lots
have found love working for the City, too.

Inside, to kick off our special
Valentine’s Day coverage, Alive! tells
the funny and charming stories of
seven couples who met while
working for the City.

Whether it’s finding love in
a Sanitation dump … or after
a tough day answering 911
calls … on a City bowling
league … or with the
General Services guy who
was installing the new carpet
in your Councilman’s office,
love is in the air in the City!

Enjoy these stories, plus the “Be
My Club Valentines” sent in by Club
Members for their sweetie, beginning
on page 46.

n Rec and Parks program
teaches children about
renewable resources.
Photos by JuanCarlos Chan,
Photographer, Rec and Parks

REC AND PARKS — How
much do you think about
the paper plate you used for
dinner? What happens to it
when you’re finished? And
what about that paper cup?
Those utensils?

Rec and Parks is teaching
youngsters about just such
things – and the Department
has won an award for the

program, called Campostables.
The program raises ecological awareness

amongst the youngsters who attend the Griffith
Park Boys Camp and Camp Hollywood Girls
Camp. All camp meals are served with
biodegradable paper products, including plates,
bowls and napkins. According to Jon Kirk Mukri,
General Manager, Rec and Parks, “This initial
effort at two City resident camps is in keeping
with the Department’s mission of educating
young people on the importance of being good
stewards of the environment through conserva-
tion and the understanding of ecosystems and
wildlife.”

Read more about the program on page 27.

The Campostables
program.

Go to Page 10 for the 
full interview.

n Alive! was ready for a formal
interview with Councilman and Club
Member Tom LaBonge – but was

whisked away to an
emergency fire in his
district. We learned
the LaBonge rule: If
you want to chat with
him, be prepared to
keep up.

Mr.L.A.

The Alive! InterviewThe Alive! InterviewThe Alive! Interview

Keeping up with

Club Members pledge their forever love …
in this month’s Alive!

See page 46

Councilman 
Tom LaBonge, 

with City Hall in 
the background.

Rec and Parks
Starts Lessons in
Renewal Early



The Alive! Interview
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Tom LaBonge at the fire Jan. 15 in a two-story apartment building at

5449 W. Sixth St. near Detroit Street. No one was injured in the blaze.



As Alive! discovered, interviewing Councilman and Club 

Member Tom LaBonge means catching up with him

first. In this unusual Alive! Interview, we capture Tom at his

best – serving his district during a fire emergency. On the

drive back, he shares some thoughts about family, pumpkin

bread, and public service in

his favorite city in the world,

Los Angeles.
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Mr.L.A.
On the Move with

TURN THE PAGE FOR 
THE ALIVE! INTERVIEW.

A
liv

e!
ph

ot
os

by
A

ng
el

G
om

ez
,M

em
be

r
Se

rv
ic

es
M

an
ag

er
,a

nd
A

liv
e!

st
af

f



12 February 2008  n City Employees Club of Los Angeles, Alive! www.cityemployeesclub.com

Mr.L.A.
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LaBonge on the Move

n Despite driving to a fire
emergency in his District,
Councilman and Club Member
Tom LaBonge gave an in-depth
Alive! Interview from the front
seat of his car.

CLUB HEADQUARTERS — Tom LaBonge met Alive!
in his City Council offices in City Hall, ready to chat
at length about his thoughts concerning the City of
Los Angeles, only to be called to an emergency apart-
ment building fire in his district.

Rather than miss the opportunity to interview the
ever-in-motion Councilman, Alive! grabbed our pens,
notebooks and cameras, and hopped in his front seat.
And it occurred to us that being in motion and serv-
ing his district were his natural states anyway.

The following interview was conducted Tuesday,
Jan. 15, both in his car on the way to and from the
fire, and at the scene. — Ed.

Alive!: You were brought up with seven brothers.
Tom LaBonge: Yes.

How did that shape you?
Tom: Well, first, we had great parents. Both of
our parents loved the city of Los Angeles. They
loved the community. They taught us great val-
ues, which are so important to have. They
taught us to care for our neighborhoods. Being
boys, we broke a lot of windows playing base-
ball. [So, they wanted to] compensate for that.

What was the age spread of your brothers?
Tom: We had a 20-year age spread. When
some guys had hot rods, we still had kids rid-
ing tricycles.

I can’t say enough about my family, helping me
develop so many things. I’ve been very fortu-
nate coming from a great family.

My mother’s father was a Los Angeles police
officer from 1919 to 1943, so there’s a little
connection to the City there.

How did I end up [working for the City]? Back
in 1962, I was going to a Catholic school, Our
Mother of Good Counsel on Vermont Avenue.
All Catholic schools had classes of 60-plus
kids, so I got forced out of the class.
Consequently, I started going to a public
school. What do all your brothers do? They
called you, “public,” because you went to a
public school. Now, some 45 years later, what
am I? A public servant. It’s funny how it all
worked out.

Were you the first in the family to go to a public
school?

Tom: First in the family, and then they all fol-
lowed me because a lot of us went to John
Marshall High School. Only three of the eight
boys went to Catholic high school.

You grew up in a strong Catholic family.
Tom: I got a great letter from a 92-year-old
Monsignor who knew all my family when we
were growing up. He was very complimentary
to how he remembers all of us growing up and
playing.

My father died when I was 17; my mom died
when she was 83, so she lived a good life. But
I would love to have them see my family, my
brothers and me, and where we are now.

Do you stay in contact with any of your brothers?
Tom: All of my brothers.

Do you have a favorite?
Tom: They’re all my brothers. They all have
great values.

Family is really important. When I was young,
my job in life was to take the trash out, and I
met the City trash collectors when we had
garbage day and can-box-day, which came as a
precursor. We used to collect trash on two dif-

ferent days and the cans on a different day. I
remember during the summer waiting for the
City truck to come by; the guys who worked
for the City were so nice to you. That’s the one
thing about a City employee – they represent
the City. They’re a community, and it’s kind of
exciting for people to see them in a real form
and face.

Have you taken what you learned from your par-
ents and incorporated it into your personal life?

Tom: Oh yes, certainly. My kids learn about
the City a lot. I’ve taken my children all over.
I’ve had a great experience for many years, first
with [then-Councilwoman] Peggy Stevenson
in the mid-’70s to [then-Council President]
John Ferraro from the late ’70s to the early
’90s, to Mayor [Richard] Riordan for seven
years, and then with the Department of Water
and Power. And then I was elected to office six
years ago. During that whole time, when I had
kids from 1994, I’d take my children all over
the City. So they’ve experienced a lot of the
City, too.

And my wife, Brigid, has been very supportive
of my work in many different ways.

How many years have you been married?
Tom: I’ve been married since 1988, 20 years
this year; but we were together 29. We met at
the Palomino Club, 6907 Lankershim
Boulevard.

What would you tell parents today as far as raising
kids?

Tom: Parenthood is so important. I had great
parents, and I try to be a good parent. It’s
important to engage your children in every 
way possible about what the City is about,

The Alive! Interview

A. — continues

Tom LaBonge congratulates his fellow City Employee,
Sgt. Curtin, Transportation, for the sergeant’s excellent
of traffic management at the scene of the fire.



especially if you’re a public employee, whether
you’re a police officer or a firefighter or a
librarian. Engage them in the importance of
what a public servant is. I come home satisfied
every night knowing that I made a difference in
somebody’s life and I think that’s a great value
if you can teach your children that. That’s cer-
tainly what I try to do.

Your son, Charles, is your oldest?
Tom: Charles is my youngest, nine, soon to be
ten.

What do you think he’ll be?
Tom: He wants to play for the San Diego
Chargers.

And your daughter [Mary-Catherine]?
Tom: She’s a great writer, and she works real
hard at school and does real well, so I have
hope that she writes.

Does she have an ambition?
Tom: I think to be a writer. So it really inspires
me because I’m not a writer; I’m a listener and
talker, and I do what I do. But I like the fact
that my daughter is. My wife is an artist. She’s
helped me a lot in my career.

Energized About the City
Do you think that being born, raised and schooled

in Los Angeles makes you different?
Tom: Everybody contributes wherever they’re
from, but I think when you’re from Los
Angeles you can contribute even more because
you have the experience. You see the transfor-
mation in neighborhoods. I think it’s just the
experience of seeing the neighborhood
change.

My parents were born in Los Angeles, my
mother in Lincoln Heights and my dad in
Long Beach, and they grew up in Los Angeles.
They’re both gone and in heaven, but you
heard the family stories, and you’re able to
remember that there’s somebody who went
before us and worked real hard to try to build
this great City.

If you could go back to one day in L.A.’s history …
Tom: I would go back when [DWP water sys-
tem architect William] Mulholland was out
there in the Cascades and said, “There it is,
take it!”  I would go back for that one moment.

I’d also like to hang out with Jimmy Cagney
when he was rolling around Warner Bros. He
was somebody fun, a good Irishman.

You’re obviously very energized about Los
Angeles. Why not New York? Why not Chicago?

Tom: This is the greatest place to live. There’s
opportunity here that is not possible in other

cities; you don’t have to know anybody really in
L.A. You’ve just got to be able to work hard,
and then you can get to where you need to
get to.

When you go other places outside of Los Angeles,
let’s say, the East Coast, what do you say about
L.A.?

Tom: One thing about Los Angeles, it’s on the
West Coast. We have the wonderful coastline
here. The Pacific Ocean is right here and that
gives us a lot of strength. Water gives people
strength. In addition to that, mountains give
you strength and we have beautiful mountains,
the San Gabriel and San Bernadinos.
Consequently, we’re very strong as a body of
people, I think. And our geographical diversity
adds to our strength as individuals. That’s my
philosophy.

Ever thought of running for mayor?

Tom: People talk about that all the time.

Well …

Tom: I just want to run for the next meeting,
get home to my family and take care of my dis-
trict.

What are you going to do in 2012?

Tom: I hope to get there! Every day’s a bless-
ing. In 2011, I’m going to run for re-election. I
hope to get re-elected.

Can you do that? Run for a third term?

Tom: Yes.

Because you guys just passed the amendment
[allowing third terms]?

Tom: The people just passed it. I didn’t pass it.
Yes. I want to work with the energy that I have
today, and continue to inspire my family. My
children will still be in school in 2012.

City Services in Action
After having arrived at the fire emergency, and
checked things out, Tom LaBonge and Alive! get in
the car and head back to City Hall. — Ed.

Tom: Well, no one got hurt at the fire, which is
key. They had a great response from the Fire
Department and the Housing Department and
Transportation, with the Red Cross and the
tough work of helping the displaced people.

What’s the secret to getting everybody to the fire
so quickly? What makes that happen?

Tom: Communications: Cell phones and com-
munication. Those are the biggest things that
make it happen.

Is there a sense of energy in LA?
Tom: We have a great Fire Department that
responds tremendously to incidents like this.
They train all the time; we have the greatest
Fire Department in the country.

When you leave an event like that, does it make
you that much more proud?

Tom: What really makes me feel good is seeing
the people who work for the City, whether it was
Crew 152 or 154; Street Pavers and Street
Services doing an overnight paving job on
Hollywood Boulevard; or the Park Rangers, act-
ing in the interest of the public in Griffith Park.

Griffith Park
Griffith Park means a lot to you. Why?

Tom: Well, one, I’m a park guy. Coming from a
big family, I grew up in public parks because
the park was near our home. We grew up in
Silver Lake, and I used to hike there as a child
and as a Boy Scout. I took my dates there to
the Observatory or hiking, and I took my wife
there when we dated. And then I took

14 February 2008  n City Employees Club of Los Angeles, Alive! www.cityemployeesclub.com

— continues

Tom LaBonge
– City Councilman, District 4
– Club Member

NEIGHBORHOOD AT BIRTH AND NOW: 

Silver Lake

FAMILY: 

Wife, Brigid; daughter, Mary-Catherine, 13;
and son, Charles, 9.

EDUCATION: 

Our Mother of Good Counsel and Ivanhoe
Elementary Schools; Thomas Starr King
Middle School; and John Marshall High
School; all in Silver Lake. Los Angeles
City College and Cal Poly Pomona.

FAVORITE CANDY: 

“The chocolate and brittle piece” in the
corner of a See’s candy box. “I’m 54, 
so I’ve got to eat better and eat more 
vegetables. I should start a campaign.
Everybody have a vegetable and a piece 
of fruit a day.”

FAVORITE MUSIC: 

“I like all kinds of music, truly, but I 
like rock and roll. I love Elvis Presley’s
music a lot.”

FAVORITE BAND: 

Credence Clearwater Revival. 
“I do like the Stones a lot.”

FAVORITE QUOTE: 

“Enjoy and love Los Angeles.”

HERO: 

“A lot of people inspired me, but if I 
could point to one person, it’s Phil Davis.
He was my coach in high school.”

FAVORITE MOVIE: 

Midnight Cowboy, Cool Hand Luke,
Chinatown, The Wizard of Oz.

A B O U T  T O M  L A B O N G E

“I come home satisfied every night knowing that I

made a difference in somebody’s life, and I think that’s

a great value if you can teach your children that.”

– Tom LaBonge

— continued from page 13



The Alive! Interview

Mr.L.A.

www.cityemployeesclub.com City Employees Club of Los Angeles, Alive! n February 2008 15



16 February 2008  n City Employees Club of Los Angeles, Alive! www.cityemployeesclub.com

my children there. I’ve been hiking there
almost every morning for 30 years.

So you would go to the Observatory -- that was
your spot?

Tom: Right.

What are your thoughts on the recent fires?
Tom: Nature is coming back and it’s coming
back beautiful. You can see it happening in the
park right now.

You’re optimistic?
Tom: Yes, it’s just going to take a while.

The rains didn’t cause as much damage?
Tom: [Rec and Parks General Manager] Jon
Kirk Mukri and his team did a great job in
organizing the Hydro-Mulch Program. It’s
been successful. And all of the crews that work
for Rec and Parks really did an A-plus job.

They’re still working on it, right?
Tom: Yes, they’re still working on it, but I think
they prevented what we thought would be seri-
ous mudslides. So the park is coming back and
all, but three trails are open, so the Sierra
Clubs is happy. They’re hiking more. Dante’s
View is wide open.

L.A.’s Challenges
What is LA’s most daunting problem right now?

Tom: Public safety, which is always a challenge
every day. There are some people among us
who have a hostile feeling towards others, who-
ever they are. Public safety is the number one
issue, but after that it’s mobility.

Mobility is a problem because …
Tom: It’s a problem because we don’t have an
adequate transportation system that comple-
ments the needs of everyone. I’m a strong pro-
ponent of heavy-rail transit, of the extension of
the subway from its terminus in the Valley out
to the West San Fernando Valley and the
North Valley. I support the extension at
Wilshire to Santa Monica; I support the exten-
sion out to the Arts District and along the river
from Union Station. We need transit every-
where.

Define heavy rail.
Tom: Subway.

Light rail?
Tom: Light rail is a complement, but it’s not as
complementary as heavy rail. Heavy rail could
carry more people and could put speed to it. I
think people like to move quickly in the great
cities of the world, like Berlin, London, Tokyo,
Hong Kong and Paris. All have great transit
systems and underground systems; we need to
have a little bit of both. San Francisco is a
great city, although it’s a little city, only 49
square miles. It does have the ability to go
above grade and below, and it goes down the
center of freeways. We’ve got to look that way.
We have about 250 miles of freeway system in
Los Angeles County and only have about 18
miles of heavy rail and we need to get more.

Do you see not being able to take a rail to LAX as
an issue?

Tom: Yes, that was a missed opportunity.

Is there anything in the future for that?
Tom: They’re trying to change that. Mr. [Bill]
Rosendahl, my [Councilman] colleague, is
pushing for the Green Line Extension to LAX
and also through Westchester to Venice and
the Santa Monica area on a coastal type of
line. I know Miss [Janice] Hahn [also in the
Council] is pushing for an extension from the
Harbor. We need a lot of things.

Is [Transportation General Manager and Club
Board Member] Rita Robinson helping out?

Tom: Everybody’s going to help out, but here’s
the challenge we have: There’s been a funda-
mental change in government in the last 20
years. The federal government isn’t in the busi-
ness of helping cities anymore. I hope we see
that the federal government returns to helping
cities in urban areas. We’re one of 88 cities in
[Los Angeles] County. And we’re in a large
metropolitan area, which includes five other
counties: Ventura, San Bernardino, Riverside
and Orange right here, and then right next to
us is San Diego County. All of us need help
and guidance for our infrastructure, our mobil-
ity and our transit, and all the needs in
between. You can see it right here, there’s a lot
of people on Vermont Avenue.

Do we have enough police officers on the street?
Tom: No. We need more police officers. We
especially need more traffic officers, too. There
are three things you can do about traffic.
They’re called “the three E’s” -- engineering,
education and enforcement.

Impressions of Leadership
I’m going to shift gears. Give us a brief impression
of each of the last four mayors. Let’s start with
Tom Bradley.

Tom: Very distinguished. I was on his Youth
Council and we spoke often because we’d run
into each other in the elevator. I have great
admiration for him, and how he helped lead
the City and transform it into the internation-
al city that it was. One of the brightest
moments in our history was the 1984 Olympic
Games.

How about Dick Riordan?
Tom: He was a very motivated individual who
helped stop L.A. from a slide. He was very sad
to see the riots in 1992, and then people didn’t
believe in the City. He helped lead the charge
to make people believe in Los Angeles again,
and certainly people do. He doesn’t get

enough credit for that. It was a very difficult
period, but as he said, he was “tough enough to
turn L.A. around.” He was a tough Irishman
who inspired people to believe in the City
again.

James Hahn?
Tom: The most important thing he did: He
kept the City together. The City was on the
verge of a divorce. [Valley secession] would
have torn us apart, and we’d still be suffering
from a municipal divorce. He held the City
together, which is so important, 

He also helped rebuild the Police Department.
It’s so key to get the Police Department
inspired to serve Los Angeles. He selected
Chief Bill Bratton to be the leader there. It was
a tough political decision, but he made it.

And Antonio Villaraigosa. What do you think he’ll
be known for?

Tom: He certainly brought the energy level up
higher than all of them. His commitment to try
to look to the future on some initiatives, which
would take a long time, is admirable. But peo-
ple want to see action now, and he’s trying to
provide that.

Who do you think was the most demanding mayor,
in your memory?

Tom: Only because I worked for him: Richard
Riordan was very, very, very demanding. Very
demanding.

On everybody? On all his department heads?
Tom: He didn’t have the total respect for the
City Employees that he should have had until
the 1994 earthquake, when he saw how well
they responded, how well they did.

The Heart of a Politician
What’s the story behind the pumpkin bread? [He
gives away hundreds of loaves of pumpkin bread
during the holidays. — Ed.]

Tom: I used to work for a printer in the late
’60s and early ’70s when I was a child. I want-
ed to be a printer. And he would take [gifts] to
the Monastery of the Angels on Gower near
Franklin, in the Hollywood Hills below the
Hollywood sign, to give them to the nuns.

I remember the first time I bought the bread
and gave it to some folks who helped me out
and I’ve been buying it ever since.

How many loaves a month do you buy?
Tom: I bought a lot toward the end of the hol-
iday, thanking a lot of people. I don’t know, it’s
hundreds.

What’s the most important part of your job?
Tom: To focus and help and inspire people to
do the most for the people of Los Angeles.
There’s maybe 55,000 City Employees, and I
think it’s real important to inspire. We all have
to work and deliver City Services, which are
the backbone of any community.

Do you consider yourself a politician?
Tom: Yes, I’m a politician. You’ve got to be a
politician if you’re a politician.

Thanks for your time today, Councilman.
Tom: Thank you! n

Los Angeles “is the greatest place to live. There’s
opportunity here that is not possible in other cities;
you don’t have to know anybody really in L.A.
You’ve just got to be able to work hard, and then
you can get to where you need to get to.”

– Tom LaBonge

The Alive! Interview

— continued from page 14
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