Got Rep?
By George Allen

Wish I’d kept that ‘Help Wanted’ ad!  It was the summer of 1970; I’d just relocated my family form Oceanside, CA, to Lansdowne, PA, and was in search of my first civilian job since graduating from Eastern Baptist College in 1967.

The intervening three years?  After being commissioned a lieutenant of Marines, during graduation, Carolyn, daughter Susan and I moved from our apartment in Wayne, PA, to Woodbridge, VA, so I could attend the Basic School at Quantico, VA.  This is where U.S. Marines train new second lieutenants, sometimes referred to as ‘butter bars’, to be infantry platoon commanders.  Then we transferred to Camp LeJeune, NC, so I could attend Engineer Officers’ School, before heading for a 13-month tour of duty in the Republic of Vietnam.  That’s another story.  Following post-RVN duty as a division staff officer at Camp Pendleton, CA, and soon after the birth of our son, Adam, we returned to the Philadelphia, PA, area.

The ad?  ‘WANTED.  Former military officer with background in construction.  Call…’ Answered it, was hired almost on the spot, given a battery of psychological tests and hired – probationally, it turned out because I scored as having a nearly 100% Theory X (authoritarian) management style according to the in-vogue McGregor’s Theory X.  Theory X, Theory Y Profiling exam.  Didn’t surprise me any, having spent 13 of the past 24 months along the DMZ, dividing North and south Vietnam, leading route reconnaissance patrols, building bunkers and clearing road mines between Dong Ha and Khe Sanh combat bases, oft enduring sniper and incoming rocket fire.  Well, I agreed to be retrained Theory Y (job enrichmentz0 proficient.  Guess it worked.  Over the years I learned there are times when group decision-making is best way to go, usually when there’s time for conversation and reflection, with minimum stress; and, when to apple the figurative KITA (Kick in the A**) method, usually when there’s no time to talk and reflect, and enduring maximum stress.

So, why the construction and military emphasis in the Help Wanted ad?  I was hired to supervise a unionized, 100% minority workforce loading pre-cut housing components (e.g. wall panels, roof trusses, pre-hung windows and doors) on to flatbed trailers, outdoors in any kind of weather.  Summer and winter.  Was also expected to know all the lumber dimensions, nail sizes and hardware peculiarities, plus be proficient leading a sometimes-recalcitrant workforce.

Actually, the job went well for the two years I was there.  It was a healthy mix of paperwork, getting multi-page loading manifests ready the day before needed; recruiting hiring and training an ever-attuiting workforce; and for me, the best part, spending part of each day outside, not just supervising, but helping load the flatbed trailers.  And I was proud I’d not had any discipline issues with the rough guys I led day after day, week after week.  But then, little did I know, I had a ‘rep.’

A key part of the loading procedure occurred when all building materials had been forklifted onto the trailers.  A few men would station themselves along one side of the load, each holding a 20-foot length of ½ inch manila or sisal rope in one hand, after securing one end with a slip knot to the long steel rail extending the length of the trailer.  Usually, there’d be a couple more lengths of similarly cut rope lying at their feet.  Then, another few men would be standing, empty handed, along the opposite side of the trailer.  Someone would holler, “Coming over!”  ropes would be thrown up and over the loaded trailer to the other side.  When caught, the tie-down guys, with gloved hands, would reach up as high as they could, simultaneously grabbing the loose rope and wrapping a couple turns around their wrist.   Next, they’d let their body drop till close to a kneeling position, and using the other hand, reach up and quickly wrap the loose end of the rope once or twice around the steel rail on their side of the trailer, securing it with a slipknot.  The last move was to reach around to the sheath on one’s hip, pull out a large jack knife, flip it open and cut off excess rope with its razor-sharp blade.  An interesting-to-watch exercise of strength and agility that continued until a dozen ropes tied down the load.

After two years I was promoted, and about to relocate to Franklin, IN, to help open and run a new pre-cut housing plant and shipping operation.  Late in the afternoon during my last day at the Conshohocken, PA plant, my crew insisted on having a going-away party in the tool shop.  There was no discouraging them.  Hot foil-wrapped soul food was brought in from where it had been heated atop forklift engines and someone smuggled in some cheap beer.  A little past quitting time, when everyone was feeling pretty good, I commented aloud how I appreciated the two years I’d spent with many of them and how we’d never really argued or fought.  With that, everyone laughed, but I sure didn’t know why, so asked.  The shop steward replied, ‘Hell Allen, given your rep with that blade you carry, who’d be crazy enough to?”  not having a clue what he was talking about, I said innocently, “What rep?”  to a man, they turned to Frankie, the most diminutive man on the work crew, but like me, a Vietnam vet.  Frankie didn’t say anything, so the steward continued, “Shortly after came here to work, he told us he recognized you from Nam.  Said you were both in a valley somewhere and he saw you kill a gook with that knife you carry.  You’re blooded man, that’s your rep.”

I was stunned.  Frankie and I had talked about our combat tours in Vietnam, and while he was in the Army, it turned out we’d been in the Ashau Valley at the same time, during Operation Dewey Canyon in February 1969, but we’d never met.  Guess that’s why he hatched this tale, hoping it’d enhance his reputation by association.  So now I really knew why things had gone so smoothly, and it wasn’t because of any skill persona application of McGregor’s Theories X, Y, or anything in between, just my rep.




