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1. Transcript 

1.1. SESSION ONE (4/30/2019) 

NICOLAIDES 

 
This is Becky Nicolaides interviewing Tom LaBonge on April 30th, 2019, at 

his home in Los Angeles. So I just wanted to start out by asking you when 

and where you were born.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, thank you, Becky, and thank UCLA. Get a Big Eight clap for UCLA. I 
had a wonderful family. I was born in this neighborhood, in Silver Lake, on 

October 6, 1953. I grew up two blocks away from where I live now on a 
street called Panorama Terrace. My mother called Mrs. O'Brien, who lived 

over on Tesla Drive, and asked her to come over and watch my brothers 
Dennis, Chris, Tim, and Bob, and then she drove my brothers Brian and 

Steve to school over at Micheltorena and Sunset, and then she drove herself 
to Queen of Angels Hospital, and I was born like at 9:15 a.m. Dr. McCarthy 

said to my mom, "Mary Louise, should I have Bob come up?" That was my 
dad's name. And she said she forgot to tell him she was going to the 

hospital. So, big family, a lot happening, you know, and neighborly and all 

that. Funny thing, Becky, I asked my mother late in her life what it was like 
the day I was born, and I didn't know that story until a year before she died. 

She died in 1998. So, God bless our parents. So I was born here, lived in 
this zip code my whole life, a little at Atwater Village, and the majority of the 

time in Silver Lake, and I love Los Angeles.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
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So I know you have deep family roots in L.A., and I just wanted to ask if you 

can tell me a little bit about your family background.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Great. My mother was born in Lincoln Heights on Sichel Street in a house in 
1915. My dad was born in Long Beach on Pine Avenue in 1916. He later 

moved to Los Angeles and grew up near 22nd and Hoover. And my mother 
grew up in Lincoln Heights, and when her father, who emigrated from 

Ireland, became a sergeant in the LAPD, they had enough money to move 
over to 10th (S.) and Lucerne (Boulevard), which is right next to Fremont 

Place, Hancock Park. So, both parents were born in Los Angeles County. My 
dad had four brothers and sisters. My mom had a total of ten brothers and 

sisters, and she made eleven. Big families.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were they both Catholic?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And even going a generation back from that, or two, I mean, what were 

your family roots in L.A.?  
 

LABONGE 

 
I'm named after Thomas Joseph Learnihan, who was my mom's dad. He was 

born in Ireland and came to the United States, to the promised land, which 
is Los Angeles. My dad's dad was born in Pennsylvania, but his father, 

Alexander LaBonge--that's my great-grandfather--is buried in Los Angeles. 
He came from Germany, and, in fact, he lived on Main Street, 310 N. Main 

Street, right across from city hall. City hall wasn't there then; it was built in 
the 1880s. But he lived right on Main Street. The only reason I found that 

out is I once was in our sister city of Berlin, where I'd been many times, and 
I did a photo exhibit of my work on Los Angeles. The President of Germany 

was the former mayor. (Richard) von Weizsäcker, I think his name was. He 
came to the exhibit, and then my distant, distant, distant relative saw that 

on TV and came down to see me at the hotel and gave me a letter that was 
sent from Los Angeles in 1883. The only thing he could read in English was 



the address of the street. Everything was in High German. So it was quite 
interesting. But Germany and Ireland are my heritage.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were there any stories that you heard growing up about these earlier 

ancestors of yours here in L.A. that stand out in your mind?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Oh, a lot of stories, you know, that you hear about my grandfather being a 
Los Angeles police officer and acting lieutenant, because they didn't let Irish 

Catholics above sergeant, you know, that kind of gag that you would hear, 
and some of the efforts that he made. Then I remember Pat Morrison from 

The Los Angeles Times, she and I worked together over the years, and kind 

of like a little gift at the end, she checked my family name in The Los 
Angeles Times archives. My great-grandfather had been mugged on 

Commercial Street off of Alameda, but he was intoxicated at the time. That's 
what it said in the newspaper story. It was interesting to hear old stories. 

That was the LaBonge side of the family. On the Learnihan side, when my 
grandfather, the police officer, was at a May Day rally at the Olvera Street 

area plaza, there was also a demonstration at Pershing Square, which back 
then was called Central Park. Anyway, the International Workers of the 

World took the American flag down and put up their flag, and my 
grandfather who was like a rookie on the LAPD, took it down, threw it back 

at 'em and said, "There's enough of red in the American flag," and put back 
up the American flag. So you hear these folklore stories, you know, in 

families. It's awfully good.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
And, yeah, that's good. Do you have any feel for how that sense of your own 

family history in L.A. might have kind of influenced you when you were 
growing up?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Oh, absolutely I strongly believe it. Both my parents loved Los Angeles. They 

were very positive, and we had big, big families. We went to somebody's 
house every other Sunday for dinner or something, and family got together. 

One side of the family, you learned to swim in their pool. They happened to 
have a pool out in Pasadena.  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
So were these like uncles, aunts?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Aunts and uncles, and cousins. It was very big and active, and it's funny--

I'm sixty-five now, so it's a treat when everybody gets together. But back 
when we were all kids, we were all there, because it was the only thing, 

family. Everybody brought something to eat and somebody had a big yard 
you played in, or you went out to the west side, where the Aherns lived. Or 

you go out to the (San Fernando) Valley where the Sullivans lived, and they 
had Aunt Lucy and Uncle Joe, and they had citrus grove in their backyard in 

the Valley. This was a long, long time ago. So you remember all these 
things, and I figure it had a big impression on my life. Also, growing up in 

this neighborhood, the city had a presence. My elementary school was 

Ivanhoe Elementary. Across the street was the fire department, and the fire 
department's doors were always open, nicest people in the world. Also 

coming from a big family, you have a job to do in the household, and usually 
you get what they think may be the worst job, but I thought it was the best 

job. I was responsible for taking the trash out, and the trash collectors in 
Los Angeles were very nice people. They let me throw the debris in the back 

of the belly of the truck, and then I could push a button, and I used to wear 
cowboy chaps, like they have chaps on because they didn't want to get their 

clothes dirty. I could dress up on Thursday because collection day was 
Thursday when I was a kid in the summertime. So that had a big effect on 

my life. But I also think because the family was so big, and you'd go to see 
the Brocks in the Monterey Park or you'd go see Uncle Vincent out in 

Pomona or wherever they were, you went to some different neighborhood, 
and it was fun to see neighborhoods.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So it sounds like they were spread out around L.A. County.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, pretty much so, because some were right here in this neighborhood. I 
know Ray and Carol lived in the neighborhood, and Sunny and Don lived in 

the neighborhood, and--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And these are aunts and uncles?  
 



LABONGE 
 

Yeah. And then you'd meet people who were family friends. So it all worked 
out.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
When you were going to, like, Pomona or the Valley, were you kind of 

getting a feel of those areas a bit, or Pasadena?  
 

LABONGE 
 

You would do that. Pasadena, yeah, you'd get a feel for the area, and a lot 
of time you remember where freeways didn't go any further than it did. I 

remember as a kid going to Disneyland. The Santa Ana Freeway was built, 

but there were great gaps between the towns. I remember when they were 
building the San Diego Freeway, because I spent the summer at my Uncle 

Bernard and Helen's house in Hawthorne just to get--you know, to lighten 
the load. My mother had some illness, so sometimes we all got split up. I 

remember sitting on the wall, watching all the road graders right by what is 
now El Segundo, Hawthorne, LAX (Los Angeles International Airport) area, 

getting ready to pave that road. Even the Golden State Freeway, I 
remember when it was under construction and there was a traffic light there 

at the end of the freeway right on Riverside Drive near Los Feliz. When I got 
elected, I argued there should be a light there because it's unsafe. "Well, 

there was a light there. There should be one! You shouldn't take it out. I 
know." "Well, we looked at the record. Okay, there was a light there. Okay, 

it's approved." So the history helped in my job a lot.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
So you remembered that first-hand.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, I remember that, so it was very nice. And we'd go to Griffith Park or 

Elysian Park, or Dad would take us to San Pedro to watch the longshoremen 
work. It wouldn't be right where they were working, but you'd sit there on 

the edge of the dock and watch these big strong men loading cargo. It's like 
a container ship now. You'd just see 'em load that stuff in big nets. Another 

treat was to go over to Glendale, which is right next door to Los Angeles, to 
Atwater Village, and watch the Lark night train come through. We'd put 

pennies or nickels on the track and wait until the train passed and smashed 
the pennies. I remember my brothers doing that. My dad took us over there 



just for the joy of seeing a big train come through. We couldn't get on it 
because he probably couldn't afford it, but we got to see it.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And the trips to San Pedro were just for fun, too, to watch those 

longshoremen?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Just for fun, too. My dad worked with The L.A. Times from 1927 to '47. Then 
he was the managing editor of The Los Angeles Tidings, which was the 

Catholic newspaper for many years. He died too young in 1971, at fifty-five, 
but he loved his family. I remember we went to the opening of the tower at 

LAX in 1961. Do you know the old, original tower, right off of Sepulveda? We 

all went in on a Saturday. My father knew somebody. People were very kind 
to my father because he had eight sons, and not all of 'em were necessarily 

in the same station wagon at the same time, but we all got to go places. I 
remember going to the LAX tower. Can you believe that? They wouldn't let 

anybody in the tower today because of security.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Like the air traffic control tower?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right. And that tower with the elevator that opens on the floor. It's like the 
elevator's in the middle of the building, so it was quite fascinating to see it.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What do you remember about that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Being in that building, looking out at the planes, the vast spaces. The other 
thing I remember is that there were a lot of different streets that you took, 

because the freeway system was probably one-fourth of what it is today, so 
you would see your neighbors. I remember going to Manhattan Beach to 

visit my aunt and uncle, Cissy and Jack Meyers, and you'd go through La 
Cienega, La Brea, and it was fields of oil wells, just oil wells. When you'd get 

to the crest on the hill on the far side, then you'd see the south bay, and it 
was pretty impressive.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What was Manhattan Beach like back then?  

 
LABONGE 

 
All I remember is little houses and an ocean, but different than our Silver 

Lake home, because we lived in the hills. They had a boardwalk, so it was 
different. There was a pier at one end or the other, the Manhattan Beach 

pier or the Hermosa pier or whatever pier was out there. You remember 
these things that were there. In fact, even today, I'll sometimes be going 

through a neighborhood and flash back to that youthful experience.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
It's changed a lot since then.  

 
LABONGE 

 
It has changed a lot, it really has.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So it sounds like your father's job probably put him into L.A. quite a bit. Do 

you think that the fact that he worked for that newspaper--do you think that 
that was important in kind of getting you out into all these places?  

 
LABONGE 

 

Well, I kid with my brothers, because he once sent me something where he 
had put a label over another label on something about the city and it read: 

"To the finest LaBonge boy." It was a report from a mayor, like before Mr. 
(Tom) Bradley was Mr. (Sam) Yorty, the "1968 Facts of the City" or 

whatever it was. Also, I wanted to be a printer, and he was a newspaper 
guy, so he liked printers because printers make newspapers. We had a bond. 

I remember getting a printing job one summer after he died, and the fellow, 
who was a printer from years and years ago, knew my dad, so there was a 

bond there through that skill.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Were you getting those jobs in high school or after?  
 



LABONGE 
 

After. After we'd worked at the printing shop at 1803 S. Vermont Avenue, 
Tivoli Printing. Alan Wright also had a big bunch of kids, so he and my dad 

were buddies. That was manual labor, putting magazines together with 
signatures. I put 'em all together, then they stapled 'em. I took an interest 

in that. I remember working with different people. This is another benefit. I 
worked with a African American guy named Lester Ballard, who was from 

Texas, and he told me the story--I may have been fourteen or thirteen at 
the time--of Rosa Parks and how special she was. I remember we used to go 

to Dave's Backroom, which was like a bar, which I couldn't eat at, but they 
had all you could eat for $1.16, and we would stop at the Superior Milk truck 

to buy a quarter of milk each. He probably bought it for me. I don't think I 
had any money. From Dave's, we'd take away lunch and then eat where 

they stored all the paper at the print shop. So I have a lot of stories. The 

print shop is gone, but the street and the address is still there. When I pass 
by there, I think fondly of that experience.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So you mentioned both of your parents, they both definitely had L.A. roots. 

Your mom grew up in Lincoln Heights. What was the educational background 
of your parents?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Both went to college.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Where did they go?  
 

LABONGE 
 

My dad went to Loyola University, which is now Loyola Marymount. My mom 
went to Mount Saint Mary's, which is right next to Chalon Road out there in 

Brentwood. It's unusual that both parents, much less one parent, went to 
college, and it was quite amazing. My mother was a schoolteacher. I'm going 

to go fast-forward, then we'll come back to this topic, but I was in Griffith 
Park and I was helping the guys get some tree trimming done. I believe 

Johnnie Sanchez says, "Hey did your (mother) teach elementary school at 
Roland Avenue?" I said, "Yeah." "My wife had your mother. She loved your 

mother." It is like a lightning bolt when you hear a compliment about your 
parents from someone about their work. My mother touched other people, 



which is so special that I have a picture around here that says, "To Mrs. 
LaBonge, your favorite student," from, I believe her name was, Laura. 

Forgive me if I don't have that right. Then some years later, I was talking to 
a police officer in the Hollenbeck Division, which is on the east side of L.A., 

and he asked, "Did your mother teach at Roland Avenue?" And then, it's 
amazing, he had such a positive thought for that. My parents are both 

buried at Calvary Cemetery, which is on the east side, so I have great 
respect for the east side because of that history.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right. Do you recall, when she was teaching, was it during your own 

childhood? Like, did she--  
 

LABONGE 

 
No. My dad died in '71, and right at that time, she was going back to get her 

teaching credential. Then, fortunately, she got it, and it was a gift at that 
time, because it helped the family grow. We were not like--the richness and 

the wealth of a family comes from what's in their hearts and minds, not 
necessarily what's in their pocketbook, but the reality is, when you have a 

rich pocketbook, it helps. I don't know how my dad did it. When I first 
worked the first year at city hall, I made more in one year than he made in 

his whole lifetime anywhere he worked. But my mother did go back to 
school, and then she went to Roland Avenue. That's the school she got 

picked to go to. Fortunately, she met Betty Peifer (phonetic), another 
teacher who worked there, and they rode together to school. It was very 

nice, and they became best friends, as teachers usually do. That was very 
fortunate. She didn't have to drive all the way anywhere; she rode with a 

neighbor who also taught school.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What was your mom's maiden name?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Learnihan, L-e-a-r-n-i-h-a-n.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And her first name?  

 
LABONGE 



 
Mary Louise. If you interviewed any of my seven brothers, they'd tell you the 

same thing, about how special our parents were, and they put up with a lot 
of grief sometimes, you know, with eight boys.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So did she work before she got the credential or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
No, no. She raised kids.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

She was home with the kids.  
 

LABONGE 
 

But then when my dad died, she had to work.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And then by that time, how old were you when your dad died?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I was seventeen and my little brother, Mark, was eleven.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
So the rest of your brothers were--  

 
LABONGE 

 
On their way in college. I think six of the eight went to college: two of them 

went to USC, then Occidental, Cal State-Los Angeles, Cal State-Northridge, 
and Berkeley. That's it, yeah. So it was good.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Was that hard on your mom at that time when your dad passed?  

 
LABONGE 



 
Oh, I think it was a big shock, but you had so much family around you that 

you survived it. But it was a big, big, big shock, you know, when you have 
death in the family. Just recently my wife (Brigid Manning LaBonge)'s sister 

died, and my kids were just blown out of the water, and I thought, when I 
was a kid, we went to a funeral like every other year, if not every year, 

because there were so many people. There were elders and whatever. So it's 
always a shock, but you did go to a lot of funerals because it's a big family, 

a big bunch of people.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right, right. Okay. So I wanted to ask you about growing up in Silver Lake, 
too. Do you know why your parents settled here when they did?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Well, my mother's sister rented a place on West Silver Lake Drive; that's the 
Ahern family. That's Lucy Ahern. She worked as a nurse over at Children's 

Hospital, so that's close in the area. Her husband was in the movie business 
and he worked in the studios. So they rented a place there. Then, in 1950, 

they bought a house, for something like $18,000, here in Silver Lake.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Your mom's sister?  
 

LABONGE 
 

No, no.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Oh, your parents.  

 
LABONGE 

 
We bought it, yeah. They had bought a house in Cheviot Hills, out near 

UCLA. Cheviot Hills off of Pico.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So they kind of knew this place through the sister a bit.  
 



LABONGE 
 

Right, because they lived over on Silver Lake Drive, and then they bought 
over here, which is two blocks away. We didn't move a lot. I don't think 

people moved as much then as they do now. I wasn't born yet when they 
bought that house. That was 1950. I was born in '53.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I don't know if they ever talked about this, but do you have any sense of like 

what home ownership meant to your parents?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Oh, it was a big deal, but Los Angeles was booming then, in the sense there 

were tract homes being built all the time, everywhere. My mother's sisters 
lived in La Mirada, and my uncles lived in La Mirada, Newport Beach, 

Pomona, San Fernando Valley. There were places for everybody to live, so it 
was growing. It's very difficult--I know that housing is a big challenge right 

now. But I kind of got in, and I don't think I could get into Silver Lake if I 
didn't get in when I did, which was in 1998.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So it was more the norm back then.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right, right.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah. So if you can kind of think back when you were a kid growing up in 
this area, too--Can you talk to me a little bit about what it was like growing 

up in such a big family?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I know as a big family, everybody had a job. I told you about the 
trash, somebody had to do the dishes. On Sunday night, my dad and mom 

required that we all be there for dinner, and also that somebody would tell a 
story around the table. Everybody had to tell a story. My brother, Chris, was 

famous for saying, "Be brief, be brilliant, and be gone. Don't be too long," in 
your remarks. So you learn from each other, which was excellent. Then you 



had a lot of surrogate parents, too, in the aunts and uncles. In 1961, I had 
to go to Arizona for six months because my mother was ill, and the younger 

ones were split up with other parents who were aunts and uncles. I went to 
Helen and Bernard. My brother, Bobby, went to Lloyd and Lucy's. Tim and 

Chris went to the Virgils. Steve and Dennis and Brian were older. So that's 
how it went, and you just adapted.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
How long did that last for?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Six months.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Oh, for six months.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Six months. I remember it was a Saturday. They said, "You're going to 
Arizona." I had my first airplane ride on Western Airlines, and it was a prop 

plane. They gave me cigarettes, a pack of four.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

In 1961?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Yeah. So I wasn't even ten, but they had 'em on the tray when you ate. So it 

was interesting.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

When you were growing up here, were your parents plugged into the 
community here in Silver Lake?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think it's a little different than now. One's faith dictated a lot of their 

community activity. My dad's sister was an Immaculate Heart nun, and the 
Immaculate Heart nuns served the Mother of Good Counsel School on 



Vermont. Saint Francis of Assisi, which was a different order, was down on 
Sunset Boulevard, so my dad wanted to be where his sister was. She wasn't 

at that school, but she was part of that order. Nuns were a great power and 
contribution to the community in many ways. All my brothers but two 

graduated from Mother of Good Counsel. Now, this is a real sidetrack, but in 
1958, there was a horrible fire in Chicago with fifty-eight children and 18 

nuns who were killed in a fire, in an overcrowded Catholic school. So then 
the federal government said "you've got to make classes smaller," but it 

takes a while for states to listen to the federal government. So, finally, in 
1962, they came down on overcrowding. There were sixty-four in my class 

at Ivanhoe, and I was bumped to public school. My brothers were not in 
these large classes, because baby boomers were right after the war, in the 

late forties, fifties. So I got bounced from public school, went to Ivanhoe 
Elementary, which is here in Silver Lake, across the street from the fire 

station.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So that was the public school.  

 
LABONGE 

 
That's the public school. I was there on the bench on November 22, 1963, 

and the flag was at half-mast and I asked the lunch lady, Mrs. Hertz 
(phonetic), "Why is the flag at half-mast?" She said, "The President was shot 

and killed." So, so sad. And I pass the school all the time, like I did today, 
and (unclear) cross my mind. But my brothers all went to Catholic school 

and I went to public school. The Fathers Club and the Mothers Club were run 
mostly by the Catholic school. I just went to public school the whole way. 

Later on, some of my brothers followed me in high school, and they went to 

John Marshall High School instead of Catholic high school. Some went to 
Loyola (High School). That's just how it all worked out.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did your parents get involved at all at Ivanhoe?  

 
LABONGE 

 
A little, but it's not as involved as they are today. My wife--our children went 

to Ivanhoe--was extremely involved, helping to raise money and improve 
the school over the course of time. This is like from 2010 to 2017 or 

something. Maybe I'm off by ten years, but right in that period, mid-2000s 
to the mid-2000-teens. Everybody was involved in some way, but they 



weren't necessarily involved in community issues like I saw when I was a 
councilperson.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So your own parents.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Correct. Nor were other people, because traffic wasn't overwhelming, 

development wasn't overwhelming. This part of the city had good city 
services, and the power was underground, so it was different.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

What about like clubs or organizations or anything beyond the church 
activities?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, my dad had the Press Council, the Catholic Press Council. He was also 

friends with a lot of the guys in the press. I remember that I got to see the 
Beatles in '66, because somebody who was in the press knew my father and 

had two tickets. We had one phone in the house. For whatever reason, I was 
near the phone (when the man called). My brother Chris, who could drive, 

was home. We got these tickets to go to the Beatles at Dodger Stadium from 
a man who knew my father. "I know you got a lot of boys over there, Bob. 

I'm sure they'd love to go." So I got to go.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
What year was that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Sixty-six.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Just to circle back to one thing you mentioned about how the nuns were 

really important in the community, can you tell me a little about that?  
 

LABONGE 
 



Well, I think nuns were dedicated--I don't want to say servant, but they 
were dedicated to service, obviously to God, whatever their faith was. I have 

faith, but I have it here; I don't have it here. My parents weren't really holy 
rollers, but they believed the church was a community, and that they did 

good things in the area to help others, so there was a value. Public service 
was a value. And one of our aunts was a nun, so it was very special. Also, 

sometimes, because my dad had eight boys, many people loved to come to 
our home to see what eight boys looked like, because it's pretty amazing. 

We shared rooms, and that's how it worked.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. Okay. So you kind of alluded to this, but just to ask directly, was 
there a sense of any kind of political activism or sensibility by your parents?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Well, they were very happy about (John F.) Kennedy, very happy about 
Kennedy. I think being a Catholic, that was a very big thing.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So they were Democrats?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Growing up, even when I was in high school, and my dad died when I was in 

high school, I couldn't tell if he was Republican or Democrat. He respected 
people who did good work. And I think I'm a nonpartisan person. I'm a 

Democrat, but I think if you look at people, all the people, like right now--I 

think Mr. (Donald J.) Trump is President of not the United States, but of the 
united base that is his, and he doesn't look at the whole city. I think our 

Mayor Tom Bradley, who I think was the greatest mayor of all time, looked 
at everybody and looked at some guy getting--I'm off track here--was 

bragging about how the city's all Democrat now, and so we can run over 
those other people. You can't act like that when you're an elected official 

whose job it is to help all people. You can have your beliefs, but you have 
got to help all people. There is too much partisanship. But anyway, back to 

the question at hand, I think my parents were very proud about Kennedy, 
then very sad about Kennedy. The four dark days of history, I remember all 

of us glued to a TV when (Lee Harvey) Oswald got shot by Jack Ruby on that 
Saturday morning. It was the four dark days of history. It was terrible.  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
Yeah.  

 
LABONGE 

 
And then fast-forward to 2008, I'm in Washington, D.C., at a League of 

Cities conference. I always encouraged my staff to travel with me. We found 
a way to fund it. You learn a lot from traveling. The woman who was my 

legislative deputy was Catholic, so I asked, "You want to go to Mass?" And 
she said, "Yeah, okay." So I said, "All right, let's go." And we went to the 

National Cathedral, not knowing that it's Episcopal. I said to myself when I 
got inside, "Man, I know I haven't been to church in a long time, but when 

did they let the women be priests?" Then I called a guy by the name of Avak 
(Keothian), who knows everything in city hall, and who was part of the 

delegation. He said, "Oh, no, no, no. You're at the wrong place. You got to 

go to St. Matthews." So I ran down five blocks this way, seven blocks that 
way, and got there in time for communion. We're sitting in back, and I 

decided--again, I got a lot from my brother Chris. He always said, "When 
you can, go to the front." Not necessarily for communion, but anything. Go 

to the head of the class, go to the best seats. Like a taxi driver said to me, 
"Always go to the front, because everybody thinks there's no parking there, 

but there usually is." That's what a taxi driver told me. So in this Mass, they 
usually have the communion given by the parishioners, all the way towards 

the back of the church in different stations, but I had taken my brother 
Chris' advice and went to the altar to get it from the priest. Then I looked 

down on the ground at a big medallion embedded in the marble, "On this 
day, November 25th, 1963, the requiem Mass for President John Fitzgerald 

Kennedy was held here." And I felt like a bolt of lightning went through my 
back, because I'm standing in a very sacred spot. Just like when I went to 

the Lincoln Memorial, where you stand and say, "Martin Luther King stood 

here." I think all these things are really important, if you let yourself know 
that what happened in history is important.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Sure. Right.  

 
LABONGE 

 
So it was good. But to answer the question, though, community was more of 

a big thing. There happened to be a lot of Catholics in this area. A lot of 
Jewish people lived here. We used to go to the Jewish Community Center, 

Los Feliz Community Center, and there were a lot of people who were of the 
Jewish faith. So it was a mixture. This was really a mixed neighborhood at 



the time. In fact, after the internment, many of the Japanese settled in 
Silver Lake at that time, so it was a great neighborhood to grow in.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
When were you going to that Jewish Community Center?  

 
LABONGE 

 
When I was a teenager. I remember we went there and they somehow had 

tickets for The Byrds. David Crosby and all The Byrds, and they played at 
Hollywood High. We got tickets. We went to see 'em play there. Bands used 

to play at local schools. The Association played at Marshall High. A buddy of 
mine, Greig Smith, former councilman, said that The Doors played at his 

school in Whittier.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Wow!  

 
LABONGE 

 
They played local places. It was totally different. Now they doll 'em all up 

and put 'em on Channel 4, "So You Think You Can Sing," and they become 
famous right away.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What were some of the more memorable of those concerts that you went to?  

 

LABONGE 
 

I think the one I went to, The Byrds, was very memorable. You just went 
and it was a mix of the growing movement of the hippies, if you can say 

that. I wasn't a hippie, but there were a lot who went to Griffith Park. They 
were at the merry-go-round every Sunday, having a gathering, a love-in, or 

whatever it is. It was a different time, but it was interesting.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you remember those in Griffith Park? These are like--I mean, is this sort 
of like the hippies coming together there?  

 
LABONGE 



 
Yeah, they played right by the merry-go-round. And then I remember in the 

afternoon, the police would all come in and break it up for some reason.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Can you remember details about any of that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I just remember seeing all the police cars go down Los Feliz Boulevard, into 
the park, but there were people in there. I don't remember people 

necessarily smoking marijuana, like in San Francisco or something, but there 
were a lot of people, a lot of music. Rock 'n roll was pretty big, pretty 

transitional at the time. And they also had dances at schools, which was fun, 

so it was different then. I don't think they have dances anymore at schools.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Would you say you were raised with a sense of social justice in your family?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think we were taught about caring for people, being nice to people. I 
remember my dad used to say, "Sweep from the Fitzpatricks' house all the 

way down to the Wongs' house," because we'd probably broken their 
windows one time or another playing baseball. "So keep the street clean. 

Don't just sweep in front of our house; sweep the whole street." Always let 
the person yield to the right-of-way, because these are narrow streets. Help 

people when you can. I think it's a sense of service, and to help is really 

good. It'd be interesting to get an interview with all my other brothers--but I 
don't know if that's possible--how they saw it, but I think that was a big 

value is what our parents taught us.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

You talked a little bit about what it was like around here. Do you think when 
you were a kid growing up here in Silver Lake, did it look like it does now?  

 
LABONGE 

 
There were lots. There were more vacant lots. Now every lot, one over here, 

one over here, one over here, are all going to be built on. There's going to 
be no more vacant lots. We used to play on the vacant lots as kid, hide-and-



seek or Army or something. You'd play on the lots. We'd cut between streets 
on the lots. In the summertime, the city would come out again and they 

would burn the lots, with fire engines around 'em, just burn the weeds down 
to the ground. So that's the big change. And there's demographics changes 

all the time.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Could you tell me about the demographics when you were a kid? You 
mentioned it before.  

 
LABONGE 

 
This became a haven for gay people. At first, they said they were brothers, 

and--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were you aware of that as a kid?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Not necessarily. I think I was more aware of it in high school, or in junior 

high, maybe. But there were also two men living together or two women 
living together, so that became more formal, as a place to be--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were you conscious of that when you were growing up?  

 

LABONGE 
 

I remember walking home one night from Mark Gorman's house. He lived on 
Los Feliz on the street, Cromwell and Observatory (Avenue). There was 

some guy in a car who he saw me walking home and he turned in the 
driveway, trying to block me, and then two or three blocks later, he tried to 

do the same thing, which wasn't nice. So then I ran home from there. So it 
was different. But all of a sudden, it becomes accepted--I mean, everybody 

gets their place. Because they had no place, their place was in the streets. 
The old Safeway Market on Sunset was next door to the first gay bars. I was 

in the Tate Museum in London for an exhibit of great cities, and there was 
Singapore, London, Tokyo and Los Angeles and whatever the case may be. 

Next to it, there were some different photo exhibits. One photo exhibit was 
of Hyperion Avenue, and it was showing Hyperion and the shops that were 



down there, and you could see our home. There were two guys from Sweden 
there at the exhibit. I'm going crazy because I can see my home! I can see 

my home! I'm looking at all the pictures. And all of a sudden, I read what 
this exhibit was about. It was about the Gay Movement, because there were 

many bars that were being identified, and spas and bathhouses, on Hyperion 
Avenue. So the two guys from Sweden smiled at me, and I smiled at them 

just to say hello. I said, "That's my neighborhood." But the point of this 
story, it was an exhibit on diversity, and that it was there. Now that diversity 

is gone. It's changed. It's transformed. This is not the gay community that it 
once was, because there's diversity, and many gay people moved. I used to 

kid and say if I got a sign that said "East Silver Lake," with the city seal on 
it, and put it up in Palm Springs, I could get elected mayor there, because 

people move. This was once a match by gay people, but there's less than 
there once were when I was growing up.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

When do you think that shifted?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Probably in the last ten or fifteen years.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So you feel like they've actually left, or it's just sort of a--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, they left, to retire or whatever the case may be. There's more babies 

in strollers here, with mothers and fathers, than before. This is just an 
observational guess, no study by UCLA or anything, but it all transforms. 

Like, it was very Chinese and Japanese when I was going to Ivanhoe. Very 
much so, because after the war and the internment, they lost their property 

down at Little Tokyo, and then they settled in Silver Lake. It was very wild. 
Also, over here at Virgil at Santa Monica, there was an African American 

community. When we all went to junior high, it was very diverse. So I was 
fortunate to live in an extremely diverse neighborhood growing up.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Can you talk a little more about that in the schools? Like, what percentage 

do you think whites were at Ivanhoe?  
 



LABONGE 
 

You know, I--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Were they still in the majority?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think maybe just the majority, but there were a lot of Chinese, 
Japanese.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Latinos at all?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Some Latinos, too, but not as many as you have today. A few Blacks. When 
we went to junior high, it was very diverse.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And that was Thomas--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Starr King (Junior High School). There were a lot of Latinos, you know, 

because they were bused in. It's funny how the city developed. Where were 

the schools? They were all in the Valley. There was no high school built in 
the center city until, I think, the late nineties. They built three high schools, 

because there was a population need. They used to bus people out to the 
Valley or they'd bus people to King. They would bus us from Echo Park, to 

come to King. One of my best friends, Mike Haynes, who is Pro Football Hall 
of Fame, he went to Lockwood Elementary School, and we played football 

together in junior high and then in high school. Then he was very successful 
at Arizona State, then in the pros. His mother still lives over there and I go 

see her. She's a wonderful person. I remember when I started working for 
the city, there were small uptown cloisters of African Americans here at the 

Santa Monica and Virgil area, and also over at the Beverly and Alvarado 
area. I'd just see blocks of people get together.  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
So they were living in that area?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Living in these neighborhoods, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So by time you hit middle school, you were really feeling like that diversity 

was pretty intense by that point?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, yeah, but also it was part of our neighborhoods, because the parks 

were diverse here. I mean, you weren't in Palmdale or in the West Valley or 
some other place. You were in Los Angeles, so it was diverse. And swimming 

pools were diverse, although there were times, though, in the forties and 
early fifties where they had discrimination in the pools. We didn't know. We 

lived in a very fortunate neighborhood. We didn't realize it. There were times 
where they drained the pool when someone of color swam in it, or had 

different days. Terrible, terrible part of history.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you remember that first-hand?  
 

LABONGE 
 

No, no, just from the history. The fire department was segregated up to the 

fifties, '55 or so. Then they ordered the fire department to become 
integrated, and the guy refused, so they fired the fire chief. Then, I believe 

this is true, in 1958, there was an open house started at the fire stations 
every second Saturday in May, and it could have been a direct result of that 

mistake of blocking people in an integrated fire station. There was a station 
down on Central Avenue, Fire Station 30, that was all Black, and when they 

integrated, it was terrible abuse, It took time to grow out of the negative to 
a positive. Jackie Robinson, who came from Pasadena, and his brother Mack, 

in the movie that they made, showed that the team, the Dodgers, had 
thirteen or fourteen guys sign a petition not to have him come play. So sad, 

so terrible, you know.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



Well, when you think back to elementary, middle school, even high school, 
were you able to kind of make friends with a pretty diverse group? What was 

that like for you?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think sports brings you together.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

In sports?  
 

LABONGE 
 

And music brings you together, and dance. There were some girls that went 

to elementary school, and you'd dance with them, whatever their color of 
their skin was, because they were good dancers.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Just your own memories of that, I mean, do you feel like--were the kids 

really intermixing or were they kind of--  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think they were very much intermixing because they lived here. I really do. 
I don't think there was one side of the tracks or the other here, you know.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

When you say "here," you mean Silver Lake?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, yeah, I think here, because it was a mix of people.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So the kids would socialize, hang out together?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think so. Not like you may see on the TV show today where they pick 
someone from each group, you know, but there were sports and you'd 



compete, and there was just kind of like a brotherhood of acceptance. I 
think it was good. And it'd be great to get with all my buddies from then and 

see what they thought, because it was a lot of fun.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

This was sixties, like--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, sixties, early seventies.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you have memories of any kind of like racial friction?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I remember the Watts Riots, watching TV and watching Channel 5 and all 

that, and the other problems. I remember I was in junior high when Dr. 
(Martin Luther) King (Jr.) died, which was tragic. (Robert F.) Bobby 

Kennedy. Just finishing junior high. So sad, you know. And all these things 
that happened there.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I'm just wondering how did that--like within your own social friend group as 

kids--did that translate at all into your own world, your own universe, like 
the Watts Riot or kids talking about it or--what do you remember about 

that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I remember talking about--like I said, Lester Ballard, when he talked to 

me about Rosa Parks. I remember having breakfast with my father at 
Wilshire and Virgil, at a Carolina Pines, and he was talking about how you 

must be respectful of all people, and the importance of all people. A lesson 
he was giving me, because we rode together because he worked in the 

newspaper and I'd go to the print shop nearby. I think we were very 
fortunate to live in this neighborhood, you know, and try to learn from each 

other.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



Did you say were there African Americans at your middle or high school?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Middle and high school, yeah. So these neighborhoods, there were probably 
some neighborhood groupings. I do remember my scoutmaster lived down 

the street from us, who was interned in Manzanita (sic; should be 
Manzanar), who took us as kids in the sixties to hike up Mt. Whitney. In 

2005 or whatever the year was, they were in Manzanar when I presented, 
along with the Department of Water and Power, the deed to the land where 

Manzanar was to the National Park Service , which the city owned, and there 
is my scoutmaster. Now, he never talked about it when we were Scouts, but 

he was our scoutmaster, and it was just pretty amazing to see that and do 
that. Football made a big difference. You played with guys who liked it, and 

if anybody could play, they played, and it was a mixed group of people, and 

it was good, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So I want to ask you a little about high school and your experience in high 
school. You've talked about it already some, but what was high school like 

for you?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I'll tell you, it was interesting because I went to high school and I 
finished in two and a half years, personally.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Oh!  
 

LABONGE 
 

Which was unusual, but I took a lot of shop classes. They had what they 
called "Saturday Skills" classes, and I had more credits, so when I got to 

year two and a half, I left. One of the reasons I left was there was a big 
fight. Somebody thought my brother and I said something bad about a girl, 

and all these guys came over, and it was like eight guys against fifty guys.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Oooh.  
 



LABONGE 
 

The principal said he wanted to send us to Hollywood High for the rest of the 
year because of the fight, and I couldn't believe it, because we were good 

students, we were athletes, we contributed to the school. So this was at 
Marshall. And the rest of the year, I'd go out to the baseball field, which is 

the furthest field, instead of hanging out at Senior Court, and I remember 
our buddies used to call--I forget what he called it, where I'd sit, because I'd 

sit there. So it did have an impact on my life, but it didn't defeat me. It was 
a bunch of Latino guys who mistook us for some other guy who said 

something about a girlfriend, but he wasn't where we all hung out. They 
were going to come to get this guy, but he wasn't there, so they jumped us, 

and it was a pretty traumatic street fight. I think it was eleventh grade.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
So a lot of kids in that street fight, it sounded like.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, yeah, it was--yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did people get pretty hurt?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Maurice Lancell, who was a valedictorian, hurt his arm, because he was a 

football player, not because he was a tough guy. He wanted to be on the 

football team. Dave Storrs, who was a guitarist and wanted to help another 
football player, hurt him. It was interesting. It was an interesting dynamic.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you get hurt?  

 
LABONGE 

 
No, no, but you get--you know, you get scrummed up a little bit.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
How did that affect you?  



 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I figured it affected me because I did retreat from where I hung out, 

and I just stayed there and I just did my work. I felt bad because the 
principal said he wanted to send us to Hollywood High when we didn't start 

the fight.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did he think you did?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think he just wanted to make a decision to cool whatever it was. I don't 

know how many days we were out of school; I've got to talk to my brother. 
But it did have an effect. But in the end, though, I think I'm still in love with 

all people and respect all people. It didn't defeat what I ultimately stood for, 
but, personally, I took myself out of the picture there.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So what year was that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Sixty-nine, or '70. 1970. 1970.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

That was such a tumultuous time in the country in general. Did you sense 
that there were a lot of those kinds of tensions in your school, in your 

universe, there at that time?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I think there was a mixture. I think I had three different principals in 
three different years, for whatever reason, and there was also a teachers' 

strike there. Before the teachers' strike, teachers did a lot of extra stuff, like 
coaches walking around to keep everybody at peace, or whatever it is. Then, 

after the strike, they stopped a lot of that engagement. But sometimes 
people do dumb things in high school.  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
So did you feel like that opened the door to more conflict amongst students 

or when they--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think there's a lot of things. There was a Dr. Robert Taylor, I believe 
his name was, the superintendent deputy for L.A. Unified (Schools). He was 

the first African American to make principal, and that was at Poly High 
School in the Valley. When he went to Locke High School in Watts, his family 

told me--and I went to his funeral because he lived in the area here--said 
that he went out and bought gold jackets for like thirty parents, and gave 

them to them so they would be like the ambassadors, making sure kids got 
to class on time and all that stuff. It was a pretty novel thing. And they also 

had a great marching band. But all things come to an end, and things 

changed. The other thing I didn't mention was that parents knew other 
parents' kids. I remember once, in like in '64 or '65, we were playing 

baseball in the park and the ball went on the freeway. We only had one ball. 
My brother, Dennis, who was the oldest, went on the freeway and got the 

ball, and my mother got a call, "Hey, your boys are playing on the freeway." 
See, mothers looked out for other kids, too. Now a mother would say, "No, 

my Johnny didn't do that," if someone said that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did you sense that that parental involvement was pretty strong all the way 
through high school for you?  

 
LABONGE 

 

I think so. I think so. I mean, nowadays, people will walk down the street 
and there will be an adult, they'll say "Mothertruck" or some other word right 

in front of 'em. Back then, we would not cuss in front of elders. There was 
still a little bit of respect, whatever that means, not that the world ended 

because of that, but it was just a different thing altogether.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

That sounds like a lot of intense things happening there.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah.  
 



NICOLAIDES 
 

And then your father passed away too.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Were you still in high school when he passed away?  
 

LABONGE 
 

No, I got out of high school--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So that was after.  

 
LABONGE 

 
--after the high school. He died in April. I left in February.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Was he sick?  

 
LABONGE 

 

Had a heart attack.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Oh.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Went over to Fletcher and San Fernando Road, where they had Monday 
night fish at Van De Kamp (Bakery). And the day he died, I was out of 

school. He died in April. I drove with a buddy of mine up to Pismo Beach, 
and we couldn't drive into San Francisco. You know, you did that back then. 

We did that other times, drove to San Francisco or Vancouver. But on that 
drive, we turned around the next day. My dad died on a Monday night? A 



Monday night. And I was on the road. My mom didn't want to call, because 
you could call the police to say, "If you see this car, tell him to come home." 

So we drove out to Pismo Beach with Mark Gorman, who was a good buddy, 
and then sat on the beach. He lit a flare, then he gave me the binoculars to 

look at, because it looked wild to do that. I didn't--I've smoked marijuana 
twice in my life, once as a Boy Scout and once like in high school, but I 

didn't like it or anything. I don't know. Instead of driving further the next 
day, we drove back home. I stopped by a place on Sunset Boulevard, where 

my brother worked, just to say hello because it was way out on Sunset, and 
the owner of the shop--it was a motorcycle shop--said, "Oh, I'm sorry to 

hear about your dad." I go, "What?" And, "I'm sorry to hear about your 
dad." "What do you mean?" "Where have you been?" "Pismo Beach." "Well, 

you better get home." "Well, what happened?" "Well, I don't know. You 
better get home." So, you know, that kind of thing. And you get to the 

street and you see every aunt and uncles' car. You knew it was bad. You run 

upstairs and then you meet all your brothers. So that was probably pretty 
traumatic in some ways.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah.  

 
LABONGE 

 
And then, that day I think I did something, now that I think about it: I took 

all the family pictures and put seven albums together. It's interesting. I did 
it after he died. Funny, that's why I did it. I've got to call another brother 

later and tell him I just figured that out, because I forgot I did it that way. 
But family is very important. My wife's seven of eight, so that's big too.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So she's from a big family too.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Just thinking back into--again into those high school times, because I know 
you played football--  

 
LABONGE 



 
Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--and you were captain on the team?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Can you tell me a little about that? Like what was that experience like for 

you?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think the biggest thing is teamwork. We didn't have great records. 

Marshall High School did, but our team--we never did. In the forties they did 
well, but we never really did well. Fifty-seven, they won the Northern 

League, but they didn't have too much success after that, but you played 
hard. It was fun to play hard. I played with my brother Bobby, and it's funny 

how you have analogies that you come up with now, present day, based on 
what happened back then. Bobby played quarterback, but Eddie Martine also 

played quarterback. Whether Bobby was in or when Eddie was in, I blocked 
just as hard and tried to care.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

And you were center, right?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I was center, hiked the ball. Then the analogy I use--I don't mean to get 
political--but there's a guy named Mitch McConnell from Kentucky, and his 

job is to make sure Mr. (Barack) Obama is a one-term President, you know, 
and I'm thinking, what a bunch of trash. I mean, what a bunch of trash, 

meaning we're on a team in the Congress. Okay, wear a different color 
jersey, or whatever it is, when there's the election. Sure, you can fight like 

hell then, but when there's active engagement, you should try to find 
common ground. I don't believe we would have the problems that we have 

today if the President wasn't so rough on calling these people ugly, and 
these people ugly, and these people ugly, whatever. He doesn't seem to 



have the teamwork value that Tom Brady, quarterback of the Eagles, does. I 
got way off and out of bounds, so don't throw a flag at me. But I'm just 

trying to say, it was fun playing football, and I played my heart out. It was 
tough, because we didn't win as much. I was personally successful, being a 

two-time All Northern League, but you wanted the team to win, and that's 
the deal. But it was a good time.  

 

I did coach high school football for five years, and was able to coach a great 

one in Andy Reid, who's now a coach of the Kansas City Chiefs, very special. 
But if I could do one thing for this country, music, art, dance, and athletics 

are a way that we all should follow somehow, and less of this stuff 
(demonstrates), where you're going like this (demonstrates) and you go like 

this (demonstrates) and you go like that (demonstrates), and then more of 
the others.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Can you explain to me how the captain of a team would get picked.  
 

LABONGE 
 

By the other players.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So there was a vote taken?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I guess so, yeah. It was a vote. I believe so.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And you were a captain for how long?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Just one season, one season, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And you said earlier that the team was pretty diverse--  

 



LABONGE 
 

Very diverse, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

--racially diverse, Latinos.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Uh-huh, and Japanese, everybody, Chinese. It was good. I remember taking 
my motorcycle--I had a motorcycle my senior year--and I had to ride to 

Pasadena to get the right paint for our helmet, and that's what a captain 
does, makes sure things happen, among other things.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Was there pretty good camaraderie on the team?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think so. We just had poor coaching. I say that because it seemed to be a 
fight. We had an older coach and a younger coach, and they saw different 

philosophies and they didn't work well together. But that's what happens. 
Now there's better training for that, to try to do it to help kids.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Forgive me for asking this, but I'm just kind of curious about this. When that 

big fight broke out, did your teammates intervene at all?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, one of the guys--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What happened with that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, one of the guys did, but the guy who they were after was a teammate 

and he didn't say anything, and he ran. He ran.  
 



NICOLAIDES 
 

Was he a white kid?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Uh-huh, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So--  
 

LABONGE 
 

I mean, and he was a pretty good guy, but it was just--it'd be interesting to 

talk to Bobby Lozano (phonetic), I think was the name of the guy who came 
and hit the first punch. His sister happened to be my brother's nurse like ten 

years later, so it's a small world. I'd love to talk to him one day and ask 
what he thought about the whole thing.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you ever talk to anybody--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Never saw, no, no.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

--about all that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Nuh-uh, just let it go.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Also back in high school, you sort of alluded to some of this already, but that 
was also a time of the Vietnam War and the draft.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Was that an issue in your high school, or being talked about, or do you have 

any memories about that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

When (Richard M.) Nixon was president, it was soon after high school, more 
in my college days. Kurt Schroeder (phonetic) was in our class. He went to 

Korea and died in a helicopter crash. I felt real bad.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Was there talk about the draft in high school?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, there was talk about the draft in high school.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you remember much about that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
What you had in number. I had a low number, 42, and I had a pre-induction 

physical, but they ended the draft within weeks. I remember asking my 
college coach at (Los Angeles) City College for help getting out of the draft, 

and he got mad with me.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What happened?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, he said, "Hey, LaBonge, don't ask me that." It was a very troubling 

time. And even when I played in football at City College, I was seventeen 
and eleven months, and Willie Woods (phonetic) was twenty-six years old. 

Because he had been drafted and was in Vietnam for four years or 
something, and then he came back to play football at a much older age. So 

there were some walkouts in school and all that.  
 



NICOLAIDES 
 

Were you involved with any of that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I was not too political on that, but I wasn't a warmonger. I was just not too 
political. If it could help me in my life, do service, then--because not getting 

drafted, I (unclear) truly believe this, but other people dying. I wanted to be 
a schoolteacher and a coach, but I didn't get to be that because there were 

no teaching jobs, so I just went to city hall and did public service.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. So how did you feel about the Vietnam War?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think in the beginning I was more--because one of my uncles was in 

Korea--more pro, just because you didn't know. But then, as it dragged on, 
you hated to see the TV and all the people there. Floyd Voss (phonetic) fell 

off a ship, you know, lived in Los Feliz. So you'd hear people who you knew-
-  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So you knew this--  

 
LABONGE 

 

--who died. It was very sad. And then later, one of my very nice friends, 
Nick Ut, took the picture of the Cambodian girl running out of Cambodia 

naked, with napalm behind. Every time I see him, I tell him how he helped 
stop the war, because that picture was a real image that said "What are we 

doing here? What are we doing here? What is it worth?" And nowadays, you 
wonder if there is going to be war again, or if there is going to be terrorism 

that just changes things. It's sad.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

It's complicated now.  
 

LABONGE 
 



But it's also easier for somebody to screw up and cause trouble. And then 
even the politics today with--third time. I don't want to talk about it, but if 

he provokes someone, who wouldn't want to throw a stone through our 
window?  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah.  

 
LABONGE 

 
And then we throw a boulder on their head, and then the world keeps 

tumbling down.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
You also mentioned earlier about the busing issue when you were in high 

school? Had that--  
 

LABONGE 
 

We didn't have to go on a bus to school because we were diverse, but we 
got to go on a bus when we were in elementary school and junior high to 

see a lot of places, where we saw everybody at the Page Museum or La Brea 
Tar Pits or the Arboretum. Social scientists would have to look at it, because 

the whole--where we are today, I almost think it'd be great if Ivanhoe was 
matched with 32nd Street School, and 150th Street School was matched 

with Willard Hill School (sic Willard School), or whatever, and third, fourth, 
and fifth grades go to the zoo or whatever. It'd be interesting to see. There 

had been a mix opposed to forced busing, because I know some people 

wanted to choose. One of my aunts and uncles lived on Mulholland (Drive) 
and had children, but they didn't want their children to have to get on a bus 

to go to South L.A. when they lived there, so they went to Newport Beach. 
So there was some of that reality, and I think that's tough, because people 

want choice, and now the fight over charter schools, I think that a direct 
result from that issue.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
When you say you would like these schools to have been matched, what do 

you mean by that?  
 

LABONGE 
 



Let's say there's fifty-two weeks in a year, and let's say you're in school 
thirty-eight of 'em or something like that. I don't know what the number is. 

And maybe out of those thirty-eight, maybe you would have sixteen trips 
somewhere and you partner with this school, and their bus meets you. It 

would be interesting to see what would happen if you partner schools. I tried 
to do something for a high school in Berlin and Hollywood High School, but it 

came close, but then the teacher got transferred, just to be pen pals, 
something as simple as that. It's good to do, but it doesn't happen anymore.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So maybe taking those--  

 
LABONGE 

 

Field trips.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, field trips, but rather than actually busing kids, like requiring kids to--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Daily, where you have to get up at 6:00 in the morning.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So your schools were not directly affected by busing?  
 

LABONGE 

 
No, but we also were diverse, so we didn't--I guess our parents could argue 

you don't need to bus everybody if they're diverse.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. Do you have any memories of, like, the Civil Rights Movement when 
you were in high school?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, like I said, Dr. King dying and the issues that were brought up of the 

day. We did watch Walter Cronkite on the news, that's how you learned 
what was going on, or David Brinkley. And I was shocked when Kennedy--so 



when I came of age politically, I voted for (George) McGovern. The first time 
eighteen-year-olds could vote, so it was McGovern I voted for. That was 

something that was big, but he lost. And then Nixon won, and Nixon had his 
ugly moments, which were weird. Then (Gerald R.) Ford (Jr.), and then 

(James Earl "Jimmy") Carter (Jr.), who really ran against Washington too. 
You know, when they say the people who are there in Washington are going 

to be there. They were there before you, they're going to be there after you, 
so when you say they're in the swamp or the muck, they're going to say, 

"Okay, I'm gonna get paid." I'm sure it's not every one of 'em, but there's 
many who have some idea that would make it better, but if they get the talk 

that they're in the swamp or in the muck, well, the might decide to just ride 
it out, take every holiday, whatever the case may be. It's sad, but that's the 

leader we have.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Right, right. Yes. So just circling back to the high school years, I know I've 

asked you a lot about that, but what kind of challenges do you think you 
dealt with in high school, or even just as a kid? Is there anything that sort of 

stands out in your mind?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I didn't have long hair, but people had long hair. That was their 
struggle, you had to go there. Dress codes. Fairfax had no dress codes. 

Marshall had no dress codes. There were some of these things that were 
there. I was on the Student Council only because I came in last out of like 

twelve--maybe it was eight, but it was a large number--because others had 
to take Advanced Placement class. That means they were brains. They 

acquiesced their position for me to be in there, and I got to be in the 

Student Council.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

This was in high school?  
 

LABONGE 
 

High school, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What do you remember from that?  
 



LABONGE 
 

I remember taking Vicky Jones' camera and taking a picture of my buddy, 
Mark Gorman, with an Instamatic or something like that, and asking 

questions. It's funny, we should've got together ten years earlier. I'd 
probably have it down pat. But just always polite. I wasn't a bad boy or a 

rude boy, but I was a boy. You did what you did. Once, I wanted to run 
faster in track, so I ran barefoot, only to get cleated on my toe. I was 

bleeding and had to go to the nurse's office, and all my buddies carried me 
like I was somebody, through the period change, and then the nurse said, 

"You gotta go to the city hospital." We had city hospitals back then. Then we 
were driving out on Franklin Avenue and there was a girl hitchhiking; we 

gave her a ride instead of--because you did that back then--instead of going 
straight to the hospital. Finally got to the hospital, my buddies ran inside, 

got this gurney, passed the nurse. "What are you boys doing?" They threw 

me on the gurney and wheeled me in, and the doctor stitched it up. And the 
very next day, I cut my thigh. Same drill, you know. Just funny how it went. 

But Vietnam was a big thing, it really was a big thing. And then you had 
your older brothers who were drafted, but they got into the National Guard.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Your brothers?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Uh-huh, two of 'em, National Guard.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Did any of your--so none of your brothers--  
 

LABONGE 
 

None had to go to Vietnam. The older ones had kids, so they were deferred. 
My dad, I think, because he had kids, was deferred from World War II.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And then you were not drafted, you said. Was the draft finished by the time 

you were--  
 

LABONGE 
 



Yeah, I think so, because Nixon made it happen.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah.  
 

LABONGE 
 

I did have a pre-induction physical, so I know that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

But then you--  
 

LABONGE 

 
But then the draft ended, so you didn't have to get drafted, and the reason I 

remember that is somebody from the city again--this goes back to the city, 
like I told you about that traffic light down there--asked me why are there 

one-hour parking restrictions on Hudson Avenue between Wilshire and 6th, 
and I said, "Because the Army's--." God, what was the name of the place? I 

got to know the name. This is terrible. Not the draft board, but it was the--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Selective Service?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, the Selective Service was there, and you went there, right there in a 

six-story building. They were there, so they had a lot of traffic. That's why it 
was one hour parking. Funny.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Can you recall a time when you were younger when you stood up for 

yourself or for other people?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I got in a fight in junior high. Some guy had said something, and I 
didn't hit first, he hit me first, then I hit him back. It wasn't a big fight, but 

that happened. I mean, that's something that's there. I remember on a city 
bus, this guy said, "Hey." I put my head out the window, and they punched 



me, just to be bad boys, you know, stuff like that. And helping people, I 
think I was always pretty polite because our parents taught us to be polite. I 

don't think I was a bad guy at all. I think helping people was the best thing 
to do, like helping elderly people. I sold newspapers on the corner. That was 

fun. I collected shopping carts and got fifteen cents a cart to bring 'em back 
to the Safeway Market down the street.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
How old were you, do you remember?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Junior high.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Junior high. Did you always have sort of odd jobs here and there?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Just to get money to eat. I remember we got a job at the Winchell's Donuts, 
and we told the guy we played football. It was non-season, like when we 

were in junior high or high school, and said, "We'll pick up all the papers 
outside here if you give us a donut and Coke." And he said, "Better than 

that, I'll give you a job." So I worked at this Winchell's Donuts with my other 
brother. This is very interesting when I put all this back in mind; I'd like to 

hear what my buddies saw. We did have a bunch of guys who we ran with. I 
remember one game I played football and it was great because it was a 

Saturday night, City College. Then I went to my buddy Eddie Martinez's 

house. His dad happened to be the first Latino judge in the Superior Court of 
Los Angeles County. He had a big family. We went there. No one was there 

except us, and it was just maybe one or two girls. All the guys, including a 
buddy of mine, Mark Gorman--I mention a third time--went outside to 

smoke marijuana, and he had a girlfriend named Cheryl Johnson (phonetic). 
I just started talking to her, and I asked her if she wanted to go out 

tomorrow. She said, "Yeah." This is Sunday. And it was really Mark's 
girlfriend, but it wasn't like Steady Freddy--but then I went out with her for 

two and a half years. Very nice person, but she went to UCLA and I went to 
Cal State L.A. by that time, and she had to study and I could slide a little. 

She wanted to get married, and I didn't want to get married, so it ended.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



Yeah, yeah. Did you have any role models when you were growing up, 
people who influenced you?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think a lot--my father influenced me, my uncles influenced me, my cousins 

influenced me, a lot of family influence there. Some roles on TV a little bit, I 
guess, but that was basically it.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Any teachers?  

 
LABONGE 

 

Teachers were great. Thanks for mentioning teachers.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Any in particular that had an impact on you?  
 

LABONGE 
 

(Dr.) Milt Davis, who came and watched us play in junior high. He later 
became a family friend. He played for Baltimore in the fifties. He lived in the 

area, too, and he coached at City College, and acted as a counselor. He was 
my counselor, and helped me, too, he said, " (unclear) If you want to be a 

teacher, you will have time. If you want to make money, go to the private 
sector, because teachers have a different schedule than regular workforce." 

But there were no teaching jobs. He had great advice. He taught us if you 

get knocked down, how to get back up and how to pursue things. A very 
wonderful human being. He was great there.  

 

Some fire guys I knew as I was growing up, firemen, were very good to me. 

I think from a coach, that was it. I had an English teacher who liked to go to 
Europe, and he was fascinating because every year he'd have a different 

story. I was involved with the Alumni Association and its formation and other 
things at Marshall, and I was the chairman of the fiftieth anniversary of the 

school. That was a way he had a mark on me, too. He taught me how to 
write a paragraph. I'm not a great writer, but he was very good. My cousins 

taught me--she taught me the birds and the bees on Santa Monica 
Boulevard. Maybe I was twelve or thirteen. So there's a lot of family 

influence and people who made a difference. So it's all good.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Okay. And I know you described earlier--  

 
LABONGE 

 
But right over here, I should say this. This is later on too. Mayor Bradley 

made a difference.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah.  
 

LABONGE 

 
His Youth Council. John Ferraro made a difference. I'm looking up here, right 

here. There's Milt Davis right there, up there, made a big difference. Sports 
made a difference. My buddy, Mike Haynes, made it there. My brothers 

made a difference.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Sure.  
 

LABONGE 
 

All this right here, as I look up there. I'll show that picture over there, when 
I was driving a little city truck. My parents made a difference. So it's all 

good.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah. I read somewhere that in 1971, you attended your first community 

meeting.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Oh, I think it was '72.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Or '72?  
 



LABONGE 
 

There was an earthquake, and Marshall High School was destroyed, and they 
were going to tear it down and build a new plant. I was going out with 

Cheryl. She lived on Mariposa near Fountain. And she said, "Tom, I gotta 
study." So I said, "Okay." I'm leaving her place, there's a light rain. I pick up 

the local neighborhood news, the Griffith Park News, an independent Los 
Angeles paper. I read, "Community meeting tonight to discuss the fate of 

the high school." Because of the earthquake, they wanted to tear it down. 
And that's the first meeting I went to. Then I met Nina Mohi, Sherril Boller, 

Joanne Gabrielson, and--forgive me--Alberta Burke, four women who led the 
charge. If you look at history, often it's a group of women who really get 

together and make a difference. And they said no. Yhe vote was like 512 to 
24 to save the high school, and they saved the high school. Now, if you 

knew Los Angeles, L.A. High School had a beautiful high school on Olympic 

Boulevard, but they didn't save it; it got torn down. We saved Marshall High. 
That was the first engagement that I had, and I was still going to college 

right here.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

You were at LACC (Los Angeles City College)?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I think it was LACC then.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did you participate in that group at all?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I went to the vote, and then I'd go to the meetings. Then I quit playing 

football, so I started coaching at Marshall. They couldn't pay me to coach 
because I wasn't a teacher, but they gave me the job to run the gym, and 

then when I was running the gym. I'd open it up for the basketball or the 
field, but also as an auditorium. That's when Peggy Stevenson had a 

meeting in 1974 or '75, and that's the first public meeting I went to. 
Afterwards they offered me a job, which Nixon had--not volunteers, but let's 

see--It's a little acronym for the job program. CETA, Comprehensive 
Employment Training Act. So that's how it all got--  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
So that's connecting the dots there.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right, right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And do you remember anything else about those women or volunteers? Let 

me ask you this: what happened to Marshall in that earthquake?  
 

LABONGE 
 

The tower was destroyed and the cafeteria was destroyed, but they 

strengthened the tower. The arches were removed, which you used to walk 
around. The old Industrial Arts was damaged, so they had to make a 

decision, to build a new high school on the football field and then build a 
football field up here or whatever.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Try to keep those--  

 
LABONGE 

 
And they didn't want to hear from the neighborhood, but the neighborhood 

spoke. It was a big victory.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
So they wanted to keep the historic buildings there.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Building. Right. Exactly.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
How old was Marshall, do you know?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Was it '31? So it was built in '31, so this is '71, so it was forty years old.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And they were able to successfully, like, preserve--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Because of this leadership, right, they did.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you remember what you did in that group?  

 
LABONGE 

 

Well, I think I just got really engaged. As far as the saving, I just voted for 
it, but then I got more involved, and then I formed the Community Advisory 

Council and the pep club.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

At Marshall?  
 

LABONGE 
 

At Marshall. Then ultimately with others, the Alumni Association.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Would you say that was your first kind of major political involvement?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, nonpartisan, you know. I mean, I don't think I've ever been big on 

partisanship.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, yeah, community involvement.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Community stuff, yeah.  
 



NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah. Okay. Let's shift to your college years. When you were in high school, 
did you have in your mind "I'm going to go to college"? What were your 

feelings at that point?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, but I went to City College to play football.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

You did?  
 

LABONGE 

 
At a community college, you have great teachers, and the student-teacher 

ratio is very low compared to what it is at a university. I didn't have 
university grades to get in there. I went there to play football, and I did 

play, but they changed the coach the first year, for whatever reason, and 
the new coach and I didn't have any chemistry, so I gave up football that 

year and I coached high school football at Glendale High (School). Then I 
wanted to play football again, and I tried to play again, but City wasn't there 

for me. I had enough credits to transfer to Cal Poly San Luis Obispo, and Milt 
Davis helped me get into San Luis Obispo. I went up there in the spring and 

I played spring ball, but they didn't invite me back for the varsity, but I 
came back and played for the junior varsity. Again, much of this was for me. 

It was the relationship I had with the coach, and the coach up there had a 
different way than I did. I only played two games in 1973, and then I hung 

up my cleats, came back from San Luis Obispo and transferred to Cal State 

L.A., where I finished.  

 

But the community colleges were great teachers. Sociology with Bob Lott, 
and a lot of people. Barbara Benjamin Cohen was an English teacher. You 

remember the names of these people because they were very good 
teachers, very good teachers. And then I kept coaching, but in '74, I also 

started Mayor Bradley's Youth Council.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So did you know what you wanted to study when you were at San Luis--  
 

LABONGE 



 
Sociology. No, at San Luis Obispo, I was graphic arts major, technical 

school, but I lost my way on that, so I got sociology as a major.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

At Cal State L.A.?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Which was the most adaptable major that I could have because it was easy 
for me, the study of people as a group, as opposed to some science or 

anything like that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Right.  

 
LABONGE 

 
I went through school at the most liberal time, so I didn't take a language. I 

wish I did, but I didn't have to take a language back then. It was limited on 
what you had to take. It was very diverse and broad.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Are there any classes you took that really stick out in your memory when 

you were in college, where it really opened your eyes or--  
 

LABONGE 

 
Well, sociology classes, with Dr. Helen Pitsu. I remember the names of these 

folks. I ran into her, too, like ten years ago. It's funny, you run into people, 
you think they may have reached out more, but you run into 'em. "You were 

my student," you know. It was nice to meet 'em again. But I think it was 
good. Mr. (Phil) Carter, Dr. Carter at Cal State L.A. was very good. He was a 

kind of famous guy there. But the best teacher was Milt Davis, who was my 
friend and college counselor, a wonderful man. I took him to Germany 

because he ran track there for the U.S. Army in occupied forces in the fifties, 
and it was wonderful to bring him there.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Where was he again?  



 
LABONGE 

 
He was from L.A. He went to Jefferson High School and he went to City 

College and got drafted by the pros after he played at UCLA, and then when 
he got on the pro team, he was the only Black to make the team, so they 

cut him. "Phil Davis, report to Coach Hanson (phonetic)."  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What team drafted him?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Detroit. This is in the fifties, so if you didn't have two Blacks on the team, 

you didn't have any, because you had to rent a room for one. They only 
wanted two or four or six, maybe, because then you could rent 'em rooms--

and they stayed in the Booker (T.) Washington Hotels. They didn't stay with 
the team. It really must've been tough. I remember Don Newcombe, who 

was a Dodger, was MVP and Rookie of the Year. He said, "Tom--." He'd tell 
me a story which he's told to many, but it was very special. "Dr. King came 

over to Roy's Campanella's house, and Jackie Robinson was there, and we all 
had dinner one time, and he turned to us and said, 'We had it, the baseball 

players, much tougher than he had it.'" This is like in '61, because they 
called him the "N-word." It was ugly. How terrible, your teammates, and all 

that. You hear these stories from the people, which are so good.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So Milt Davis, where did you--  

 
LABONGE 

 
He was at Marshall High. It used to be, Becky, that the community college 

district was a junior college district, and it was run by L.A. Unified Schools, 
but then they broke off community college district. So he was with L.A. 

Unified. He was going to be our coach, and then they broke off, but he still 
was our coach. He coached one of my brothers, so he knew of our family, 

and he was a wonderful man.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So he was coaching at L.A. City College?  
 



LABONGE 
 

He was coaching at Marshall High. At City College, he also was a professional 
scout, so he would travel on the weekends to Bozeman, Montana, to see if a 

guy could do this. That was his profession, and also an educator.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So you knew him at Marshall.  
 

LABONGE 
 

And he knew my brothers. Then we developed a relationship throughout life.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
What do you think he taught you or what did you learn from him?  

 
LABONGE 

 
A lot of values, being focused. If you get knocked down, get up. Be 

respectful. Don't shortchange yourself. Beat the struggle. So it was very 
good stuff.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah. Okay. Let me ask--  

 
LABONGE 

 

So college was good. I mean, I got through it. I went five years to do four 
years, you know what I mean.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right.  

 
LABONGE 

 
And when I finished, there were no teaching jobs, so I didn't even go apply 

for the credential. I just kind of found my way to city hall through that 
meeting.  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
Okay. The Peggy Stevenson--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Okay. Before I want to hear about that, so maybe that meeting came first, 

and then you moved into the Mayor Bradley Youth Council. Was that 1974 
meeting--  

 
LABONGE 

 

I think, if I remember right, I was nominated by Stevenson's office for that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So can you tell me about that meeting, the 1974 meeting with Peggy 
Stevenson?  

 
LABONGE 

 
It was in the auditorium. People came and asked questions about all kinds of 

things.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Was this just like a constituent meeting?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, right, right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And what was your impression of all that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I was civically minded. I was kind of civically minded, so it worked out. And I 

think I'd already been on the summer cleanup program, during the summer 
before.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
In '73?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Seventy-four. Had to be '74.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Oh, in '74.  

 
LABONGE 

 

In '74, '75, and then full-time in '76. So that familiarized me. And then the 
other thing, too, I got to drive dump trucks and motorcycle carts that were 

three wheels to help clean up trash, and to supervise young people who'd 
never been into the west end of Hollywood because they were always in 

their own neighborhood.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So this was the City Youth Program?  
 

LABONGE 
 

City Youth, Summer Youth Employment Act.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Okay, okay. And--  

 
LABONGE 

 
And we would physically clean up alleys, streets, sidewalks, gutters.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And you'd get paid?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, get paid.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
This was like a summer job?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Three dollars and fifty-six cents an hour, I think, it was. Yeah, it was a 

summer job.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Who were the other kids doing this?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Most of the kids were Latino. I got another guy who was a Marshall guy, an 

African American, a job.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

How did you find out about it?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Through the city somehow. I think it was in that meeting, too, I can't say for 
sure. But I remember this guy who I got a job for, he later turned out to be 

a thirty-year fireman with the city.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
So it sounds like that was your first plug into the city system.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right. And when you get into the system, things can go up.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And then that 1974 meeting happens with Peggy Stevenson.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What do you remember about that? Did anything--  

 
LABONGE 

 
I opened up the questions to the members in the gym. I just asked a few 

questions, maybe about streetlights or something, and they had a position. 
They liked the way I talked, I guess. And then I got there and worked for 

her for two and a half years.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What was your position there?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Just a council aide, like--they didn't throw it open. Like a field deputy is 

really what it was.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Okay. And what did you do in that position?  
 

LABONGE 
 

You'd help people. I remember going out to some woman on Franklin 
Avenue who needed her light bulb changed, and I stood above the sink, you 

know, to get it--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Oh!  

 
LABONGE 

 
But I think she wanted more, if you can understand what I'm saying. She 

was lonely, like thirty years old. I was like twenty-two or something like 
that. And then there were just other people who just talked to you on the 

phone, and you'd talk to them. Dallas Smith, he'd call every day, just 
wanted to talk to somebody, so that was part of the job. Every call you got, 

you returned the call, and you'd go out to see the people.  
 



NICOLAIDES 
 

So it sounds like that was one of your first dealings with constituent 
services.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Correct. And I did not have a city car, so I drove my car myself, which was 

okay. And then I'd go out and go to the district and see what needed to be 
done to help. There were others who were older, who were more involved 

with the bigger decisions, like land use and all that stuff.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

In her office.  

 
LABONGE 

 
In her office, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What was she like?  

 
LABONGE 

 
She was a very nice person, but she replaced her husband, who was accused 

of some ill impropriety in Chinatown. You know, there's always something. 
So she won his reelection. He died, I think, in office, and she won her 

election. I think she was the second woman elected, or third, to city council. 

I didn't have too much play with her, but she was nice. When I was a 
councilman, I talked to everybody, but a lot of 'em just don't.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
She did?  

 
LABONGE 

 
No, she didn't. She was more reserved in that sense. No knock, you know. 

I'm just a twenty-one-year-old guy.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



What was your feeling about that job at that time?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, it was interesting. I knew there was someone. Sylvia (unclear) was the 
chief deputy, and she was very stern, and ultimately I didn't see myself 

going anywhere in that office, but I did work there two and a half years. 
Then I left to travel, which I traveled for eleven weeks across the country, 

across Europe. But I do remember meeting Dolly Parton and Sylvester 
Stallone and other movie stars because she had the Walk of Fame.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
In that position or--  

 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I'd be over there. You get to meet people, if you're out in Hollywood.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Why did you feel like here wasn't any chance for moving up?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I knew I wanted to travel. It goes back to my high school teache,r Mr. 
Higman, who'd come back every year and tell us where he went. So I said, 

"I gotta do it now or I'll never do it." I didn't have a girlfriend at the time 
and anything, so I just kind of did it. And then when I came back, a guy who 

lived on our block was running for the Assembly, a guy named Mike Roos, so 

I helped him. Someone who was helping him worked for John Ferraro, and 
she recommended I work for John Ferraro. And out of that, maybe three 

months after I came back, I got a job with John Ferraro. But I also told him, 
"I want to coach football," so I'd only work for thirty-two hours a week in the 

fall and then full-time non-football season. I think he approved it because he 
played football.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Interesting.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And then you were working in Peggy Stevenson's office from--what were the 

years, do you remember? Was it '76 to--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Seventy-six to summer of '74, '75, then I graduated from college, so '76, 
'77, left in like March of '78.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And it was before that, that you were on Mayor Bradley's--  

 

LABONGE 
 

Youth Council, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So can you tell me about that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, it was really good. Mayor Bradley opened the doors to city hall for 
diversity as wide as could be. In the first meeting we had, the guy's name 

was Bill Elkins, he spoke up and talked about the Senior Citizen Committee. 
Why? "Because," he said, "someday you'll be a senior citizen." And here I'm 

thinking about that now, about all those short years ago, this guy who said 

that. The Youth Council had young people like myself who were interested in 
the city and the council and what happened in the city. Like Mark Ridley 

Thomas, you know him? He was a member of the council. Wendy Greuel, Ed 
Reyes, Paul Koretz, these are people who did become elected officials, and 

others. So it was a valuable lesson to learn, and you were in city hall helping 
out. Olivia Mitchell.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were you getting--  

 
LABONGE 

 



No pay. Volunteer. And Olivia Mitchell, who was the coordinator for the 
mayor's office--still there--was a great person. So that was a big thing. And 

I think the other thing, too, again, was meeting people from around the city. 
Because that's the city where I'd roll, although it was a youth roll, when I 

worked for John Ferraro. He was kind of a citywide councilman. He was 
president and it was citywide. When I worked for the mayor of Los Angeles 

(Richard) Riordan, it was citywide.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Sure.  
 

LABONGE 
 

When I became a councilman--not the ones that I worked with in the 

beginning, but the new ones that came after me--they didn't know why I 
was doing things in their district. I would tell 'em that my title is Los Angeles 

city councilman, city councilmember. So I don't worry. I'm not doing land 
use. But someone calls me, and they have a problem, I'm gonna help 'em, 

because they've been calling me for twenty years or thirty years at that 
time.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So did you feel like that Youth Council experience kind of helped give you 

that mindset?  
 

LABONGE 
 

It helped a lot. You learned the city hall, you learned that you were there.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were you there--like, was that a summer thing or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Saturday. Saturday, like once a month.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Oh, Saturday once a month.  

 
LABONGE 



 
Yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
For how long?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Like from 10:00 to 2:00 or something.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And it went for a year or--  

 

LABONGE 
 

That was, I think, a two-year assignment.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did you have to apply to get into it?  
 

LABONGE 
 

No, I think Stevenson nominated me.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Oh, okay.  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think. I think that's how it went.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And what did you do?  

 
LABONGE 

 
You'd go to some other parts of the city and start advocating. I advocated 

for parks. That was the big thing that I advocated for.  
 



NICOLAIDES 
 

What do you mean? Were you giving talks or something?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right, and you'd tell 'em, "We need to build more parks."  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Okay. So each person would advocate on some issue?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Some issue, some inequity, in the city.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you get to pick what issue you were going to advocate on?  

 
LABONGE 

 
No, I just talked about parks.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did they assign that to you or--  

 
LABONGE 

 

I don't remember if it was strictly assigned--but I could, next time we visit, 
have it clarified, because I'll call Olivia Mitchell, who's still working for the 

city.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did you have any contact with Mayor Bradley?  
 

LABONGE 
 

He'd come to some of our events, and then past that, when I got city hall, 
he was very kind to me. I used to do a lot of photography and exhibit at the 

Otis Art Institute and other places, and he'd come and look at it, which is 
very nice.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So did you develop your own sort of ideas about Bradley at that time, or did 

that kind of evolve?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I always liked the mayor, but he was the political opposite of who I 
worked for in John Ferraro, a political competitor.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right.  

 

LABONGE 
 

So there was some tension there, but the mayor was always nice to me and 
approachable. He was a very nice man. He had a great laugh. But he'd say 

hello to you. He was real. I had great love and respect for him.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Kind of on that personal--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
--feel about it?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Absolutely.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah.  

 
LABONGE 

 



And it's tough when you're a politician, because you're always busy or 
something. Then you think the little time you give to somebody else, to 

hopefully pass the baton, like somebody passed to Mr. Obama. He was a 
state senator, you know. He went to Occidental College, he dropped out, 

went to Princeton. But what if he went to Occidental? Would he have made 
the presidency? I don't know. The guys from whatever it's called--Yale, said-

-  
 

1.2. SESSION TWO (5/7/2019) 

NICOLAIDES 

 
This is Becky Nicolaides interviewing Tom LaBonge on May 7, 2019, at his 

home in Los Angeles.  
 

LABONGE 

 
Hey, Becky.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Hey. So I had a few follow-up questions from our last session that I wanted 

to have you expand on a little bit. Some of these, again, are going to circle 
back to your childhood years when you were young and growing up in this 

area, and then into elementary, middle, and high school. The first thing I 
wanted to ask you is just to tell me a little more about neighborhood life 

here in Silver Lake when you were growing up in the fifties and sixties. Do 
you have any memories of what the neighborhood was like that kind of 

stand out for you?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Well, it was the only neighborhood that I really knew, because this is where 

we lived. Like I said, my mother had ten brothers and sisters, and she came 
from a family of eleven, my dad from a family of five, and when we would go 

to their homes, they were in, quote, "newer" neighborhoods. Silver Lake was 
developed in 1925, so this is when I'm probably thinking about stuff in the 

1950s, '57, '58, '59, or whatever it is, as a little child. We lived in the old 
neighborhood, and everybody else had new. They had sidewalks. We didn't 

have sidewalks; we had just curbs and gutters. So that was something that I 
remember. That neighborhood was very diverse here, a lot of Japanese-

Americans who live here, who I went to school with at Ivanhoe. I walked to 
school at Ivanhoe with them, walked to school at King Middle School, I 



walked to school to John Marshall (High School) over the years. It was a 
diverse neighborhood.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So when you say diverse, you're talking about like the Japanese and--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, even at the schools. The schools were diverse.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right.  

 

LABONGE 
 

Throughout Los Angeles, there's much more diversity than, let's say, the 
Valley or some other parts of the--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And remembering back like fifties, and sixties, too, how would you describe 

relations among the neighbors in this area?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I do know this. Our father said, "When you clean the street, don't just 
sweep in front of our house. Go up to the Fitzpatricks' and down to the 

Wongs'," just make up for all the windows that we maybe broke or all the 

other trouble that are natural cases with eight boys growing up on the street 
with big family and all that. So that was one of the things--we were taught 

to be polite. Living in the hills, we were taught to pull over, when you 
learned to drive, let the person coming up the hill pass, or pull to the side. 

Don't make too much noise. So there's a lot of that value, talking about both 
our parents. I remember my mother telling us not to be "shanty Irish" 

because she came from a big family, so I'm sure they were picked on 
because the Irish always had that stigma attached to them. The lessons 

were constant. Like, when we were riding in the car, don't have your head 
out the window and do crazy things. So you remember that. Then you saw 

other people that you knew, not necessarily from the church as much as 
from the school and neighborhood, because you walked a lot. Silver Lake's a 

walking neighborhood, and we're, fortunately, on a street that didn't have 
heavy traffic through it, a very local street. You'd go over the hill, and there 



were public stairs, and you walked to school with friends. I remember one 
friend, Paul Young, we were walking back from school and I think I used a 

cuss word, and he said, "Those who use cuss words show they have a lack of 
intelligence because they don't have a deep vocabulary." So every time I 

cuss now, I think of Paul and that I failed in that thing; I remember exactly 
the corner I was on walking on, back over the hill. So this neighborhood, I 

wish everybody had a neighborhood like this growing up. It has changed. 
Now there are more families in it than the generation that we lived in. Our 

parents bought the house in 1950, and here it is 2019. My younger brother 
Mark has the house, per my mother's request when she died, that whichever 

boy, starting at the bottom, wants the house would get it, and that they just 
had to do the business of it all. So it's good to have it in the neighborhood, 

and it's a great neighborhood to grow up in.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you know the neighbors pretty well?  

 
LABONGE 

 
A lot of neighborhoods, they knew you, the LaBonge boys--I remember my 

mother would sometimes get calls if we did something wrong. I remember 
once we were playing baseball over at Griffith Park, and the freeway was 

just completed in 1964, and the ball went over on the freeway. We only had 
one ball to play with, so my older brother Dennis, who's a very smart guy, 

went on the freeway and got the ball because we wanted to keep playing. 
But my mother got a phone call before we got home, that said "Your boys 

were playing on the freeway." It wasn't in the middle lane or anything, it 
was on the side, but it went over the fence. And there was this great 

mothers' network, neighborhood network, where people called each other 

and said if you were doing something wrong. They told it in such a way to 
try to make sure you didn't do something wrong.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So it sounds like there were kind of eyes on each other's family.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 



Was there any socializing, like maybe between your parents and other 
neighbors?  

 
LABONGE 

 
We sometimes had a barbecue or something shared like that. But the homes 

weren't that big, to have like a whole bunch of people over. I know my 
father often used Griffith Park for a picnic or something for one group or 

another that was there. I know as a Boy Scout--and there were a lot of Boy 
Scouts in the area--it was very good. Mr. (Hideo) Matsunaga (phonetic), who 

I think I talked about at Manzanar, lived there, and Mr. (Wilbur) Hoyt also 
lived there in the neighborhood. So you had a lot of eyes and ears on you, 

but it was a kind of special neighborhood.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
And you mentioned last time Mike Roos lived nearby too?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right. He came from Tennessee, went to the University of Southern 

California. Mike Roos was a state assemblyperson.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right.  
 

LABONGE 
 

The last local guy who lived here, even though he came from Tennessee, he 

lived here in his young life, then he got elected, because most of the people 
who have been our Sacramento folks have come from other cities and run, 

didn't even have a base here, but they were successful. Just an interesting 
dynamic as the neighborhood changes.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you know him before you had gotten involved with his campaign?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I knew him. I didn't really know him, but I knew him, because he lived down 

the street and up the hill. He wasn't on the same street level. He was on the 
same street name. Then the great person named (Patricia) Pat Mount, who 



was John Ferraro's chief of staff, knew him. I just volunteered with Mike, 
and that's where Pat met me, and all of a sudden opportunity opened the 

door where I went to work. This is after I left Peggy Stevenson's office after 
two and a half years, and traveled for eleven weeks on a backpack across 

the country and through Europe. When I came back, I didn't know what I 
was going to do. I got a job in the gym at Marshall, because I was coaching 

football, but then I got a regular job. I remember I told Mr. (John) Ferraro, 
"I'd like to work, but could I only work thirty-two hours, so I could coach 

high school football?" And him being a two-time All American from 'school, 
he said, "Sure," you know. Just during football season. So you kind of meet 

people and then you start working for John Ferraro, who's a very special 
man. He himself also had a very big family and was a great guy who always 

thought about the city first more than anything else. What's good for Los 
Angeles is good for the district. And he allowed me to work for him and 

come up the ladder and engage in the community and help people. He also 

just liked driving his own car to city hall, but he didn't like driving during the 
day because of the traffic or parking or whatever. He took the option of 

saying, "Hey, Tom, could you drive me?" Which I did. So, I don't know, of 
the maybe sixteen years I worked for him, I think maybe seven or more, I 

drove him during the day. It also widened my knowledge of the city because 
they were just beginning to have some car phones there, some microphones 

that communicated, or you just observed how he operated as a person, and 
it was great.  

 

We also went to the Olympic games because he was a champion on the 

council for the Olympics games. I went to twenty-four Olympics events and 
both opening and closing. He's a very kind man. I don't know if I told the 

story--I maybe did--that I was going to go work on the Olympics film, 
because everybody in city hall was getting jobs with some aspect of the 

Olympics, taking a leave of absence and helping the Olympics. I was going 

to work for a cameraman who I knew, because I worked for NFL Films since 
1971, and he was going to work for Bud Greenspan, who wrote the book on 

Olympic documentaries in 16 Days of Glory. I told John six months out and 
three months out and one month out, and finally, like three days out, he 

said, "Hey, Tom, could you stay with me?" And I said, "Sure." There was no 
hesitation, because he was special, and--I didn't realize this--I'd be going to 

twenty-four events. Back then, and this is way before 9/11, but if this were 
a venue, this room we're in right now, we'd park right outside. If it was the 

Coliseum, we'd park down the block, because that's how it rolled that day 
and those days. So it was great to see.  

 



Through that also, that whole time period working along there, I picked up 
an interest in photography. It was a little before that, but it had to do with 

NFL Films, with taking pictures of sports events and also my love of trains. I 
used to remember shooting pictures at the Glendale train station of the train 

coming in at night. And I remember one time, at the fire department, I saw 
a lot of smoke, so I go downtown at the Union Rescue Mission that was on 

fire. This was in 1974, I think. Because, what we did, my brother said any 
money we made from NFL Films which was $25 a game, we'd pile into a pot 

to buy a Nikon camera, which was the best camera to have, and lenses, so 
that's how it kind of got to go. And then I always loved the city and taking 

pictures of the city. I think my first exhibit was in 1978 on the Bridge Gallery 
in city hall. It was the second exhibit of all time. The first exhibit was done 

by a photographer named William Reagh, who did great work, and we were 
friends. He worked at a local camera store. So after he did his exhibit--and I 

think I helped assist him to get there--I got to do one there. I've done 'em 

around other places in Los Angeles, in restaurants and other shopping 
venues. Then I did 'em in Berlin and in Auckland, New Zealand, in Japan, 

Vancouver, other places.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And these are photos of L.A.?  
 

LABONGE 
 

That I took.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right, right.  

 
LABONGE 

 
That I took, yeah, to say I love L.A. That's the whole big thing.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I'm going to follow up on some of what you've just talked about, especially 

with Ferraro, but just to kind of circle back to those early years and then 
after we're through, we'll move forward.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
You also mentioned repeatedly how diverse your schools were when you 

were growing up. Like, at Ivanhoe you mentioned there were a lot of 
Japanese and Chinese children there.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Can you tell me more about them and did you feel like they were pretty 

accepted at the school?  

 
LABONGE 

 
While they were just at school. I didn't know a difference. We're living in the 

inner circle of Los Angeles, not the inner city, but the inner circle. You did 
become familiar with people from all over. You weren't living in Utah or 

something like that. No offense to anybody from Utah, but, you know. So 
you had people who you knew.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were you friends, like close friends, with any of those kids, do you 

remember?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Yeah. Vincent Hing, yeah. Vincent Hing I remember, and others, but I 

remember Vincent Hing because he was very good at--he had a--and then 
my mother was very busy because she had eight sons.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Would you go to his house?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Oh, I'd go to his house, Vincent's, and they would make a nice peanut butter 

and jelly sandwich or something. Where at our house, we just threw it 



together just because there's so many of us. But it was all good. You had 
friends, and it was Ivanhoe.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you feel that there was something different about them or not?  

 
LABONGE 

 
It was the neighborhood.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah.  

 

LABONGE 
 

I didn't go to Catholic school for the first three years. I don't know if I told 
you.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I think you might have mentioned that.  

 
LABONGE 

 
It was overcrowded, so there was a fire in Chicago and the city finally forced 

Catholic schools--it had sixty-four kids in a class--to get smaller, and I had 
to go to public schools. My brothers, one of them in particular, called me 

Public because, you know, I went to public school. I said, "Okay, I'm Public."  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you ever--and I know you mentioned some of the Japanese parents 

probably had--well, obviously it would have been the parents, had been in 
the internment camps.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Oh, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And did you ever hear stories about that?  



 
LABONGE 

 
Not really. You really didn't hear the horrors of World War II, which was just 

twenty years away, from like going to school in '57, would be twenty years, 
ten years, fifteen years you go to school. You didn't. It was so sad, 

especially when you found out. Now, fast-forward when I was a Boy Scout at 
Ivanhoe, I went to Manzanar. I went to Onion Valley (Campground) in Lone 

Pine off of 395, near Mount Whitney, and one of our scoutmasters was Mr. 
Matsunaga. He was there as a child, at Manzanar. And then I remember in 

later years when I was a councilman, I got the honor to represent Los 
Angeles at Manzanar, because the city owned the land, water and power, 

and they gave it to the National Park Service for a monument. I made a little 
speech on behalf of the city to congratulate all this, and I looked out in the 

crowd and there was Mr. Matsunaga, my scoutmaster. I don't remember 

ever talking about that, about anything. You never really talked about 
negative things or whatever.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
On the camping trips or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
No, none at all, or even anything about war, reall. (unclear) a lot of Jewish 

children on the Boy Scouts. It was very diverse, but no one really talked 
about things that maybe you think would've talked about, it wasn't.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

You don't remember any talk like that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Nothing bad, nothing, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah. And when you were growing up, who were your closest friends? I 
know that's a big question, I'm sure you had many, but who did you tend to 

kind of spend the most time with when you were growing up?  
 

LABONGE 
 



Back in Los Angeles, we had A and B. If you were in the fall in A7, that 
means you would finish in the mid-year, and if you were--you had to go A 

and B. That was just the thing.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

In the LAUSD?  
 

LABONGE 
 

LAUSD. We were in a class together, but then sometimes he left before I 
did. Jim Iwanoff, who I talked to the other day. We've known each other all 

these years from there and did things together. A lot had to do with the Boy 
Scouts. I wish there were more Girl Scouting and Boy Scouting. I know 

they're important programs to take you out of the neighborhood with other 

kids, to sleep in a tent with, a sleeping bag with other kids, to hike a 
mountain, to see nature. It's so important, and I wish there was more of 

that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What do you remember about doing that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

You'd get up early and you'd meet and you'd go to some place you'd never 
been before. I mean, I remember one time I went--I think the last time I 

was a Boy Scout, I went to Vasquez Rocks (Natural Area Park), which is off 
State Route 14, and there was a freight train nearby. I remember one time I 

jumped on the freight train because, you know, it appeared to be safe, and I 

rode by like Woody Guthrie, by the campsite, and the scoutmasters got 
upset and they said, "LaBonge, you're too old for Boy Scouts. You gotta go 

to the Explorers," or whatever it was then. So, I set a bad example. But to 
travel around Southern California, it was good. I think I had a great 

upbringing with that involvement, and I think, amazingly, I was the only 
Scout of all my brothers.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Oh!  

 
LABONGE 

 



Just thinking about it now, because I'm the one that went to Ivanhoe 
School. They didn't have scouting at Mother of Good Council, where my 

brothers went. I just thought of that now, after all these years, so the next 
family reunion, I'll say, "This is why I'm better than you guys," to my 

brothers. So the experience was good, mixed. I got a picture around here, 
too, of a lot of guys who loved scouting. In fact, one's coming later this 

month for this fiftieth high school reunion, and I'm going to have a barbecue 
for 'em here.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you feel like it was giving you connections with boys that you normally 

wouldn't have, or, I mean, or--  
 

LABONGE 

 
Well, you kind of knew 'em all because they were out of that school. Like 

Franklin Avenue had another Scout troop, we had one, etc., all the way 
around. But different families, like they weren't from the same--they weren't 

Catholic, or they may have been Jewish or they may have been some other 
faith, but, see, you didn't know 'em through any other circle but that.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So you think maybe, I don't know if--because I know you mentioned earlier 

about how important the church was to your family.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And then if you were the only one of the LaBonge boys to have been 

scouting, do you think that that might've kind of shaped you a little 
differently than others or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think it was a good thing, a real good thing, and also a lot of the guys 

that I went to school with at Mother of Good Counsel, I would meet later on 
because they would drop out of Catholic school, go to public school and high 

school. That was a movement at the time. So John Rice and Mark Gorman 
and Alan Desmond and others, that was how it worked. But it's interesting. 



It goes by so fast, but it seems like so long ago, but that kind of education, I 
hope young people have as much fun as we had.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Okay. And speaking of your church, I mean for you personally--I know for 

your family it was a big part--was church a big part of your own life?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think faith is, but it's more personal. I don't like when people wear it 
on their shoulder. Just keep it in your heart. I don't know all the rules, 

because I didn't go to Catholic school. I know when I go to Mass now, I 
come from Griffith Park, where I hike, so I'm not on time probably hardly at 

all. One time I was like thirty-five minutes late and there was the senior 

priest on the steps, waiting for the next Mass, visiting people for the other 
Mass. The 8:00 o'clock Mass was going on, and I said to Father Terry, "I'm 

sorry, I'm late for Mass." And he said, "No, no, you're not late. You're early 
for the 9:30." But what little time--I hope everybody takes a moment of 

their life, whatever their beliefs may be, and to just think outside the box of 
their mind or themselves. And also communities, whether it's Jewish, 

Muslim, Catholic, Protestant, Episcopal, communities are important. Not that 
you're better than anybody else, but you're part of something bigger than 

yourself. So I'm not that religious of a guy, but I think it's an important part 
of the community, whatever your faith is.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you attend pretty regularly when you were growing up?  

 

LABONGE 
 

No, not really, not really, not like my brothers did.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did your parents?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Oh, my parents did, for sure.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



How did you get out of it?  
 

LABONGE 
 

All of a sudden, it was just too big a struggle. They'd ask and ask and ask. 
You know, I guess we did go maybe--I don't think--I've got to ask one of my 

brothers--because when my dad died when I just finished high school, so I 
think--I don't remember going all the time.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
But you do remember your brothers tended to, and your parents?  

 
LABONGE 

 

Yeah, I think so, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

They were going (unclear). Okay. Then, here's another question. I know you 
talked a lot, again, about the diversity in your schools, even in the 

neighborhood, the parks, that kind of thing. In high school and junior high, 
did students from different races tend to socialize much?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think there was some, especially if you were an athlete, there was always a 

mixture of that. I remember two of my friends, tragically, they didn't die, 
but a group of guys from another high school came over and they shot 'em, 

but they didn't die. And I remember one of the guys was telling me, Freddy 

Baylor, he said, "Yeah, we were looking for you, Tom, because we needed 
your help."  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you know what happened with that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
The guys--I don't know what the real--you know, you forget all this. All over 

something stupid, but the guys from Belmont (High School) came on 
campus, and then there was Reggie (Haynes) and Freddy, and they shot 

'em. Fortunately, they didn't die.  
 



NICOLAIDES 
 

They both got shot?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Uh-huh.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Was it gang-related?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think it's stupidity-related. I think it's--I don't know why. My guys, 

who were my buddies, didn't have guns or anything like that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What was their race?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Latinos.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

They were Latinos?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Yeah, the guys.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And the people who came, were they--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Latinos. And their race was African American, my buddies, who said they 

were gonna--because we were footballers, so we were like teammates. So it 
was interesting, all that, but it's so sad, because it's uncalled for, when you 

look at all that violence, and you think of all the thousands of families in this 
country that have had that experience, tens of thousands.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Sounds like you were seeing some of that first-hand in your school, even. I 

mean--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, it wasn't pure, it wasn't lily white, with everything perfect. There was 
some bad stuff. But I look at it now, too, that it's so fragile because there's 

so much violence on television and the news. I think it happens, so you got 
to lay low, and if someone cuts you off, you let 'em cut you off. They're not 

gonna listen to you if you get up to the red light. They may throw a gun at 
you or something like that. So terrible.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. Any other memories from, like, high school that stand out around, 
you know, just the kind of dynamic--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Like I said, I did have a regular girlfriend. I had friends. I remember, going 

back to junior high--I thought I wanted to tell you this--there was a party, a 
dance party. I don't know if I said this to you before. And one guy who I 

knew for a long time said, "Man, how many joints did you smoke? You're a 
great dancer." And then I said, "I didn't smoke any joints." I only smoked 

marijuana twice in my life, once in the Boy Scouts and once when I was 
fifteen. I maybe told you this story last time. Why I tell it again is because I 

think it's important. You don't need to have drugs to be somebody. Back 

then, there was a lot of pressure to take drugs to be somebody.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Were you feeling that pressure?  
 

LABONGE 
 

No, because I just said, "No, I don't need it. I'm cool the way I am." And I 
wasn't a big drinker or something like that. Once you got close to getting old 

enough, you wanted to get drunk or something. I never was like that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



Did you see a lot of that happening around you?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Some of it, some of it.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah. Another thing you mentioned last time, you mentioned an African 
American community around Virgil and Santa Monica.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Santa Monica Boulevard.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Is that just something you remember seeing or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Also working for the city, I got very involved with neighborhoods, and there 
was another small African American community near Alvarado and Beverly 

and other sports. I mean, it wasn't--and obviously South Los Angeles, 
Watts, Central Avenue, which is all changed now--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah. Sure.  

 

LABONGE 
 

--in this day and age, heavily predominant African American. After the 1965 
riots, Inglewood changed like overnight, and Baldwin Hills changed 

overnight. So it all changes.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Those pockets you mentioned that were kind of more local here, what do 
you remember about those neighborhoods? What were they like, like Virgil 

and--  
 

LABONGE 
 



Well, it was near the library, Cahuenga branch, and it was near the old 
trolley yard, when they had trolleys, which became the street lighting yard. 

So it was there. We had grown up in Los Angeles. A lot of the municipal 
workers were African American, because public service was a calling and 

there was--it wasn't a dissing, "Who is this person?" They were part of the 
LAC, you know. The baseball player, Jackie Robinson, who played for the 

Dodgers, came out here, and he didn't play for these Dodgers in L.A. 
because he had retired. But all of that history, and you see sports, which 

was integrating then much more than it is now. It was part of the changing 
face of our lives.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Another question I wanted to ask you was about Griffith Park when you were 

a kid. What are some of your memories about Griffith Park from being 

young?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I loved Travel Town, the big trains. Back then there was no Ventura 
Freeway, and they did have an old steam train that went from Travel Town 

where it is today all the way over to Victory Boulevard, or what is Riverside 
Drive, then it'd go forward. That was the train ride through a big tree, and 

just go in there hiking as a Boy Scout too. We used to hike all the trails 
there. I hike now; hiked this morning. My older brothers had had sports 

fields, but when the freeway came, they took it away. As a councilperson, I 
tried to fight for more sports fields, but was not successful because my fight 

first was to buy land that was threatened by development on the western 
edge by the Hollywood side. And then a lot of people didn't want--a lot of 

people who didn't have families mostly just wanted nature, and were prone 

to not have any more sports fields, even though there were sports fields 
when I was a kid that are no longer there. But it's a great place. I mean, 

nature is so important. I love to see families hike, because it's a life 
experience that you remember, especially if you're out there and you see 

lightning or thunder or noise or moonrise or sunset. It's a real experience 
that you don't see inside a house sitting on a couch.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Sure. And so you were--sounds like you were going there pretty frequently 

as a child.  
 

LABONGE 
 



Absolutely. And when I was dating, I'd take my dates there, or drive around 
the city. I'd show 'em--you ever been to the Arts District, Becky?  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
The Arts District in--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Downtown L.A.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yes.  

 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah. I mean, I was going there forty, fifty years ago, just driving around, 
because you had the beautiful bridges, and it was before the concentration 

of street people who live there, but it was interesting to see that part of 
town. And then even when I'd take a date, I'd always go up to the 

Observatory or go right below the Observatory in the Los Feliz Estates, 
which if you could turn back the clock, it would've been nicer if it was 

parkland, but they developed it. It's not old Los Feliz; it's new and it's 
homes, like on a ladder up there. I remember some vacant lots, and this 

was 1974. I met a girl from Cleveland. I think I was working for the city, my 
first job. She was walking by on Cahuenga, and I said, "Hello, hello. Hey, 

you want to go to the park?" or something like that. I was cleaning up the 
street with the young people. Anyway, I remember taking her up there, and 

we were sitting on one of those vacant lots and there was an explosion 

downtown, 7th and Alameda, in that area. At that time in 1974, there was 
the Alphabet Bomber--it was tragic--who was working Southern California, 

and the first thing I thought it was the Alphabet Bomber, but it was a truck 
yard that had some gas explosion. But I remember what she said. She said, 

"Well, that's wild. What's next?" And I remember--it's funny how you 
remember things, what they say, but she thought it was like--I don't know if 

I thought of it right then, that it was an act of violence or something or like a 
firework show or something. I guess being from Cleveland, you didn't see 

that. But it was live, out in the view, right below the Observatory.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Wow.  
 



LABONGE 
 

I didn't tell my wife that story, so, anyway, it's all right. I didn't do anything 
wrong.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Are there memories that really stand out from even when you were younger 

around Griffith Park or anything that--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I remember, too, that our house where we lived in Silver Lake, directly 
from the park was a beacon, because there were multiple airfields around. 

There's an airfield at Burbank right now. There was one in Glendale. So they 

had a beacon go around, and it would shine down our hallway light at night, 
shine down our hallway every night, and you'd see the beacon hill, so it was 

like part of your life there. I remember when they first were building the 
freeway, you'd see a lot of trucks and construction, which you always liked 

as a kid. The river was right there. We used to go to the river a lot. When I 
was at Ivanhoe, I made $1.20 one day because I caught, like, thirty frogs. 

Used to be a lot of frogs there. And I sold 'em at school for a nickel each so I 
could buy--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
At the L.A.--at the river?  

 
LABONGE 

 

L.A. River, yeah, right.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Where were you getting into the river then?  
 

LABONGE 
 

There weren't fences then like there are now.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Just near--  
 



LABONGE 
 

Near Hyperion and right in there. There's a pedestrian bridge called the 
Valley Break, Valley Break Bridge. Sunnynook Bridge. Excuse me. Not Valley 

Break. Off of Valley Break. Sunnynook Bridge. So you'd go there. Swam in 
the pool. I learned how to swim at the grandfather pool. I remember to this 

day the instructor, the lifeguards, "Pretend you're picking fruit. Take the 
peach out of the tree and put it in the basket for the side stroke." And the 

park system was very good, the teachers, the coaches, the counselors. I 
didn't play tennis or golf or anything fancy like that. My brothers got to play 

baseball, but by the time I was old enough, the baseball fields were eaten up 
by the freeway. They didn't replace 'em, so we had to play at a park called 

Lemon Grove Park in Hollywood, which is right next to the Hollywood 
Freeway. But the park always had so many things. Then, like I said, when I 

was a kid, I remember just going there, and the pony rides and the train 

rides and all that stuff. You'd get a little older as a Boy Scout, you'd be 
hiking and doing all that camping. And then, when you get older, you're 

taking your first date or something there. I still, to this day, ask people, 
"Okay, have you been up to the Observatory?" Because they just moved 

here. And most say yes, but some say, "No, I haven't." "Well, you got one 
year before they come after you. You gotta go see the Observatory," 

because it's so special to see the overview of our region, Los Angeles. It's a 
special place. It's the first major city developed after the automobile.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Sure.  

 
LABONGE 

 

You go back to 1915, Western Avenue on North-South Street. Why was it 
called that? Because it was the western limits of Los Angeles. And just to 

look at it, it's massive. Then I kid people from New York, our downtown is 
like two blocks of what is in Manhattan, because it really isn't that massive 

of a downtown, but it's big.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. Okay. So let me ask you, too, I know photography has been really 
important for you. Can you just tell me about when you started really 

getting into that, and how you got into it?  
 

LABONGE 
 



Well, I think the one thing is that my brother Bobby was going to USC 
(University of Southern California), and we wanted to buy a camera. We 

were working for NFL Films, so we pooled all our money. We didn't put it in 
our pocket; we pooled it and bought a camera. Then he encouraged me to 

use the camera when I wanted to. I loved trains, loved the fire department, 
loved the city, and I started taking pictures of things like that. Some of my 

work is now with the Archives of the Los Angeles Public Library. The 1984 
Olympics games, the pictures that I took, among other things, are there as 

well. So I got into it as a way to express my love for Los Angeles. Shooting 
the city, driving around, captured at different points of light.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And this was--do you think this was after high school then or--  

 

LABONGE 
 

I was in college. I think it was '74, I think. I got the picture over here. I 
could find out if you needed to, when I started really doing it in earnest.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Was your brother doing it, too, or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, not so much the street. He was doing weddings and all those 

professional things. I was just taking it to shoot L.A.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Okay, yeah. I'm sure we'll get into that again. And then right around that 

same time, again following up from last time, I had a few questions about 
Tom Bradley's Youth Council.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
That was around 1974 also?  

 
LABONGE 



 
Correct. Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And you were telling me last time about how, with that program, there were 

groups of youths that met monthly on Saturdays.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right, in the city hall.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

In city hall.  

 
LABONGE 

 
In the mayor's conference room.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Can you tell me, describe a little bit, how they were training you when you 

were doing that program?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think it was more that you were a self-motivator, self-interested, and 
welcome to be part of it. I think I got it because I was working for Peggy 

Stevenson, because they had a summer program and they needed college 

professional students, I think it was, to train younger teenage kids how to 
work in the street, to sweep up and clean up. So I believe that was the trail 

to it, and it just grew from there. Then the opportunity came to work full-
time at city hall.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So in the Youth Council, you were going there and helping train younger 

students? Was that what that was?  
 

LABONGE 
 

That was the summer job that I had?  
 



NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Got paid like $3.50 an hour, which was a lot of dough then. And then in the 
year-round, because I was active, I met someone and they said, "You should 

be on the Youth Council." And then I got on the Youth Council. And then I 
worked with Mark Thomas, who is a great county supervisor now, Mark 

Ridley Thomas.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So he was doing it at the same time as you?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Same time. He went to Manual Arts (High School); I went to John Marshall.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And what exactly were you guys doing?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I was promoting Griffith Park. I was in the thing for Griffith Park, so I 

was promoting it. Then I remember one time--a little off queue--but one 
time we had a meeting up at the Observatory, and Mayor Bradley was there, 

and he was such a towering figure. This was before I knew John Ferraro, 

who also was a towering figure. Mayor Bradley went to UCLA; John Ferraro 
went to USC, so there was a little rivalry there. But I'm standing on the curb 

watching the mayor leave, Mr. Bradley, and all of a sudden, he pulls his car 
over and he gets his car--somebody has a police officer driving him--and he 

opens the trunk of the car and he takes jumper cables and he helps a 
woman who has a dead battery in the parking lot at Griffith Park. It just was 

such a--like a lightning bolt of goodness, and so I always remembered it. So 
like 1975 or '74, whatever it was, and I always remembered it. Then when I 

finally got a job in the city, and I got a city car, I always carried jumper 
cables. And I remember--it's funny--it wasn't until six weeks after the thirty-

nine years I worked that I found somebody, who happened to be a neighbor 
on this street that I live on, with a dead battery. But I always had the cables 

there, and it wasn't like you used them all the time for people. So you 
remember these things as you serve the people, and try to help the people.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So on the Youth Council, on a typical Saturday, you would go to city hall and 

you would be with other--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Like-minded young people from high schools from around Los Angeles, and 
Mayor Bradley, who had Mayor Bradley's Youth Council, would sometimes 

participate as well. You'd get leadership training from professionals like 
Olivia Mitchell, who was the greatest mentor for so many. You would also be 

able to bring to the table things that you wanted to talk about. I happened 
to love Griffith Park, so I'd talk about parks, and what we could do to make 

parks better, or whatever the thoughts were, more sports fields, as well, 

throughout the city. And then you met students that you didn't know, from 
other campuses all over in their high schools. So it was like a group to give 

voice to the young people, which is not unusual, especially now in this day 
and age, which we want more voices to try to find common ground.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And you mentioned Mark Ridley Thomas was there at the same time.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right, right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Were there other--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Past us, there was Paul Koretz, who was a councilman, Wendy Greuel, who 
was a councilwoman--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So this is after--  

 
LABONGE 

 



Ed Reyes. They were after us, but it seemed to have a--if you wanted, it 
could be said to be one of the biggest contributors to the local city council, 

Mayor Bradley's Youth Council. I think it probably is, with five or six people 
who made their way because of that training. Funny thing is, I remember 

the deputy for the mayor, the first time we met on a Saturday, "Let me tell 
you about the Senior Citizens Committee." Then he starts talking about all 

the things seniors need. He says, "Because one day you're going to be one." 
Well, now I'm sixty-five, so I remember that was the first thing they said at 

the Youth Council, as far as you learn about city government. I think that 
was the main thing that you really--and they got to ask questions or talk 

about what you thought should be.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you know how long that program lasted, or did it end when Bradley was 

finished or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think it kind of ended--yeah. I've got to think. They had the new 
mayor, Mr. (Richard) Riordan, and then I think I would know. I know I've 

got to find out for you. This is terrible. Don't get mad at me, Mr. Riordan.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I mean, I just wonder if they had a similar program like that.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Not as intensified as Mayor Bradley had, because, mind you, it was after the 

election of a leader who really cared about all people, and had to as the 
mayor of Los Angeles. That's why he wanted a diverse group, which you 

usually got from the high schools, mostly Los Angeles public high schools.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Okay. So let's move forward now.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Did you turn that back on?  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



Yeah, we're on.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Okay. That's good. I just was making sure, Becky.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah. So I want to talk about your time when you were serving on the staff 
of John Ferraro's office. This was from 1978 to 1993, if I have the dates 

right on that.  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think you do.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And that was the 4th District at that point?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Correct.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And you had told me a little bit about how you got that job, that position 

through Pat--  
 

LABONGE 

 
Mount.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Mount.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Who introduced me to John.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 



Right. And so it was as simple as that, that that person introduced you and 
then they--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah. I think it's almost like--sometimes like in professional sports where 

they see an athlete and they say, "This person can do the job." I had, if the 
word is intuition or devotion to the city, and I was motivated, worked, 

friendly towards people, I knew the city because of working a little for the 
city and growing up here.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Sure.  

 

LABONGE 
 

And all that, and then working for Mr. Ferraro, working my way up.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And that was the first time you'd met him then, was through that first 
introduction?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Can you tell me about what you did in that--what was your title there in the 
office?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Field deputy.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Field deputy. And what did you do in that position?  

 
LABONGE 

 



When someone had a problem, I tried to solve it for them and not have to 
engage the councilman, but make the person know that John Ferraro cared 

enough to get this tree trimmed or the street fixed or get the new parking 
lot on Larchmont. Whatever the community wanted, you fought for. Then, 

because I drove with John, I had the opportunity to talk to him, all the time 
when we were in the car, if there was something important to share with 

him, and then he was very active, so he'd get feedback from the community, 
too. And he lived in the Wilshire area, Hancock Park, where I was a deputy 

for. So it all kind of worked together.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And you said you drove him for seven years or so?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Yeah, during the day, like at lunchtime or somewhere. It was just so he 

didn't have to worry about parking downtown or something.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I see. During those years when you were working with him, how would you 
describe him?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Big family guy. He came from a big family. That's a big thing, big family man 

of the family he came from. He was born on the eastside of Los Angeles in 
Cudahy, which is near Bell. He was a revered Italian American politician, if 

you could say, and had great love of Los Angeles because he also grew up 

here and was a great Trojan two-time All American, before and after the 
war, for USC. And he was towering; he was 6'4", so he was a big, big person 

and a gentle giant, so to speak. But he wanted to make sure people got 
served well, and that's one of the things that I had an appetite for, helping 

people, so that's the biggest thing. Sometimes people want to be policy 
makers, but the most important people in the city are those who help people 

and connect people to get through the bureaucracy. So doing that, for John, 
that was a big thing, and he was very good at it. A critical point, too, is they 

had a federal case on the districting and redistricting. There was a time 
when a fellow named Howard Finn, who was in the Valley. The way it worked 

out is all these districts that were in Los Angeles were like rectangles, yet 
there were people who felt they were not served as well and had not the 

opportunity to ever elect someone of their own, because it was like a 
gerrymandered district, so they redrew the lines. Everything east of 



Alvarado, basically east of Hoover, was put in a 1st District when Mr. Finn 
died three days later, from 'school up to Highland Park, because that's where 

the Latino population lived. Now, I remember working that area because it 
was the 4th District, and it was primarily old Anglo, like guys who worked for 

the railroad, pensioners and all that stuff. So, quite rapidly, it changed in the 
late seventies through the eighties to the nineties, when they changed the 

districts. That made John Ferraro's district change drastically, because he 
had the east end of the Wilshire Corridor, and because I was a Silver Laker 

and Los Feliz and Griffith Park guy, his transition was very easy because I 
knew the district.  

 

And the other thing, too, when you're in politics or service, if people know 

your family, it's like "that's great," because they feel good that there's a 
connection to their community. So when Mr. Ferraro's district went north in 

through Silver Lake, Hollywood, and North Hollywood, it was natural for me, 

which ultimately--because I worked that district for sixteen years and when I 
worked for the mayor I always kept my eye on my home neighborhood--

when I ultimately ran for office, I had a very deep relationship with the 
community to begin with. I didn't have a vote or a signature, but I had a 

relationship that was very important.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I'm interested in that time when the district was changing and before it 
shifted, I guess.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Redistrict, uh-huh.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

When it was changing demographically, so there were like a lot more Latinos 
in the area, how did the needs of those constituents change? Did you feel 

like there was a shift, that that population kind of had different sets of 
concerns and needs? What was your own experience with that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
From a local area, I think it's a fact that you keep the neighborhood to a 

standard of livability; that was a big thing. There's other social issues that 
are there, but if you just look at just the basic training of city forces to keep 

the neighborhoods up, the sewers clean, and the trash picked up and all the 



other things that go with living in a city that you don't really see. You flip a 
switch, that power comes from somewhere, you know. You turn a faucet, 

the water comes from somewhere, but it goes. You want to make sure they 
have good service, wherever they were,, and that's something that John 

Ferraro really inspired us on and it's something that I took from him through 
my training and family and working for John, because John came from a big 

family and I came from a big family.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. Do you remember any sort of issues around immigration that were 
coming up at that early point or--  

 
LABONGE 

 

Well, there was for the Voting Rights Act. That's why if you can imagine that 
the 4th District at the time was Fairfax on the west, Harbor Freeway on the 

east, Melrose (Avenue) on the north, Olympic (Boulevard) on the south, and 
some cuts around, and then it went up into Elysian Park and Echo Park, 

because the Dodgers were there. John loved Peter O'Malley (phonetic) and 
the Dodgers and all those folks. So they kept that district together. So you 

could see that, and I think it was important--I talked to someone today and 
I said I think there should be a few more districts in Los Angeles than just 

fifteen, because some neighborhoods are marginalized because there's no 
way they can come up with the numbers to become their own district, so to 

speak.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Like what areas?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, like Watts will never have its power because they're part of the San 

Pedro/Wilmington District, a little city strip.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

You think they should have their own voice?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Oh, I think if there were twenty-one council people, they'd have a better 
voice, a little less per area. Even the 4th District that I ultimately 



represented, it went from Fairfax and San Vicente, or Fairfax and Wilshire, 
all the way up around, out to Sepulveda and Ventura Boulevard. It's crazy.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah, that's a lot--  

 
LABONGE 

 
But I think if they had a few more, then it'd be a little better one-to-one. I 

don't want to cut their pay or budget, just cut the pie a little different. 
Instead of, you know, 268,000 people each district, there would be maybe 

225,000. Still a lot of people.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Are there any other areas that you feel had been kind of really poorly 

represented?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I don't know about poorly represented, but you gotta put your hands 
around 'em. I think the county has five supervisors for eleven million people. 

I think that should be a one-on-one, eleven million people and have one 
supervisorial district--eleven districts, excuse me.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So one million--  

 

LABONGE 
 

Per district.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Per district.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah. That's a lot of people.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



Not more than a million.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, something like that. Now they've got over two million sometimes in 
their districts.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So for the L.A. city districts, political districts, council districts, you think 

even over 200,000--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I think so. Yeah, I mean, if you really--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
But lower than like--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, lower from 268 or whatever mine was to 200,000 or less, and then 

make sure you have a field staff that listens to people. That's why. I mean, 
it's all about answering the phone, answering the call, the email, the mail, to 

try to respond to their needs.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Back to when you were working on Ferraro's staff, what was it like working 

in his office?  
 

LABONGE 
 

It was very good. His office is over here, mezzanine level. Mine was down 
here, so when he'd walk out of his office, I'd hear the door, him coming 

down the hall, so I'd be ready to go with him during the day, right like that, 
and I handled people. That was my deal. I didn't spend too much time in city 

council or anything like this. I was able to push some concepts and ideas, 
like John was so helpful for the establishment of park rangers in all our park 

systems, creating that class of people. Proposition A, which was a 
county/city measure, he was a champion of, because the county was 

drafting it and they were shortchanging the city, and he told the county that, 
"You got to help us out for the Observatory, for the zoo."  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What was that measure?  

 
LABONGE 

 
County A in 1992, I think it was.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
That was to fund--  

 
LABONGE 

 

Parks, yeah, helping parks and buildings, gymnasiums.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So were you involved in those initiatives?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I was involved with those initiatives, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And can you tell me a little bit about some of what you did on--  
 

LABONGE 

 
Well, I know one thing I did was to organize a press conference up at the 

Observatory, which Big John led, and there was--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Was this for Prop A?  
 

LABONGE 
 

For Prop A, County Prop A, and it got approved, which was a good thing. 
You'd meet with other council staff to tell them, "You got to get behind this. 

This is good. You can fix your parks." County parks and city parks people 
don't know basically the difference, but they know a park is a park. Unless 



it's cared for, it's not loved. So that was a big thing, a big issue that you 
worked with, for John over those last years.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
How about earlier in your years there? Were you involved in any other issues 

that kind of stand out in your mind?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, they had to build fire stations in the late eighties and nineties, and I 
was involved, as a liaison to the fire department, helping them and to help 

John out when he was the councilperson, to get new fire stations, new 
libraries. There was a lot he allowed me to do and help, and some stuff 

maybe you were 75 percent involved with or 25 percent involved with, but 

you were there to push, to make sure it got done. Nothing happens in city 
council unless you make it happen, and that was the key that John taught 

me that I aspired to.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And how did you help with that, like help bring those things to be?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, the biggest thing, I think, is the personal relationships you have. I'm a 
very personable guy. I'd go to your office, Becky. I'll go to your office and 

say, "Hi, I'm from Councilman Ferraro's office. You're the general manager 
of this department. I just want to say hello. I know you know Mr. Ferraro. 

Anything we can do to help, we want to make it happen." You know, just the 

personal relationship. This is before email and all that other stuff, so people 
remember you, because you'd go to their spot and ask for help and you'd 

get it.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Were there any particular people that had made a big impression on you as 
to how they worked or operated, or any memories that stand out in that 

work?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I know because--well, I'll just say if I was talking to a class at UCLA or 
'school or Occidental or Loyola Marymount, I'd say, "Even though we're in 



this world where this TY is the biggest thing, it still comes down to from 
people to people, so make your personal relationships there." I was on the 

street the other day, and a guy remembered me from when I came into his 
office. He was retired, brought back to work for the transportation 

department of Los Angeles. I tried to slow speeds down on the street. But he 
remembered that I came to his office, not making them come to you. I do 

believe you go to where the people are. You don't have to make them come 
to you. So that's a good thing.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And were you doing some of that with the other councilmembers, too, or--  

 
LABONGE 

 

Yeah, but, I mean, you're a little competitive because you want to get what 
you can for your district. I learned a lot of this from my brothers, to just go 

for it, be polite, go for it, and it was a way to meet people. I don't want to 
say I've shaken more hands than anybody else, but I may have, especially 

city employees, too, because they're the ones who do the work. I think if 
you motivate them in a way that they feel part of the success, it's great for 

the city, very great for the city.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yes. So right when you joined Ferraro's staff, Prop (Proposition) 13 passed.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And how was that showing up as an issue? Were you seeing the effects of 

that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, it was a big thing. It really was a big thing, and it's driving so much of 
our discussion nowadays, with the way some levels of government act. 

There was a surplus up north in Sacramento, and I think Jerry (Edmund G.) 
Brown (Jr.) was our governor at the time. So there was a surprise, and he 

wanted to tax people more because people couldn't understand that. It was 
something necessary, though, because they were taxing people every year 



in their homes. Now I don't know if I could afford this home if I got a 
significant tax increase, and that's what it was all about. Every year there 

was no--remember, people were feeling overtaxed at the time on that issue. 
I do remember being in the room on a phone call, not on the phone, but 

listening. Mr. (Edmund D.) Edelman, who was a county supervisor, Mr. 
Ferraro, right after the election, saying, "All right, should we divide West 

Hollywood," which wasn't a city then, "to make it everything west of La 
Cienega. West of La Cienega (Boulevard) becomes Beverly Hills, and 

everything east becomes Los Angeles." You know, these inside baseball kind 
of questions which were interesting, what goes on there.  

 

But it was really a change overnight. Part of that time--which I didn't work 

for two and a half, maybe three years, for the city--you could call a city 
department and there was always the answer, "Yes, we can help you," and 

they'd send somebody out for whatever, whatever the call was. But I 

remember very quickly noticing drastic cuts in basic services like street 
cleaning. Prior to that, there were 273 men at the time who drove Cushman 

motorcycles, which were three-wheeled carts, to pick up trash and keep the 
city clean. They were eliminated, seen as a luxury, so you lost that base. 

And then many years there were people who did things that don't do 'em 
anymore because they had to really tone down the service. So it was pretty 

drastic there, and a lot of bitterness between both sides.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Were you feeling that even in Ferraro's office, like on some level you were 
more constrained to meet the needs of the constituents?  

 
LABONGE 

 

Well, yeah, you couldn't get everything you wanted, like fixing streets. You 
couldn't get everything you wanted, no matter what, no matter if you were 

the president of the council or the mayor. But it was a redistribution of 
services, so that was a big thing.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you know what the feeling was about that, like in that office? Was it felt 

that it was worth the tradeoff for--  
 

LABONGE 
 



Yeah, I think deep down people probably thought that it's important to save 
your home. People were losing their homes because the tax burden became 

so great so quickly. So that's one of the things (glitch in recording)  

 

Maybe see a little more comment from people who maybe were a little older 
than myself, really focused on that issue because it was--but it would 

change. You couldn't get your tree trimmed for five years. There's so many 
things that--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I mean, it sounds like you were seeing it from that perspective, right, more 

the city service perspective?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Absolutely.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Which is important, too, so--  

 
LABONGE 

 
You see the change, the way they do the service. They used to have street 

cleaners do night work. Now they don't anymore. Select (unclear) streets, 
they don't do it anymore.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Do you remember your own feelings about that issue at that time or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think I can understand why people were upset, and there was no 
mechanism, and every year they just raised your taxes.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right.  

 
LABONGE 

 



So I got that real quick. And then they cut the services. Local government is 
the one that touches you, it clothes you and feeds you--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Sure.  

 
LABONGE 

 
--makes you feel good, and all those things could be stopped.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right.  

 

LABONGE 
 

It's a bid, and it was stopped for a while.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, yeah. And then I'm going to just go down a couple of other--a few 
other issues during the Ferraro--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Era.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

--years for you. So you told me quite a bit earlier about the Olympics.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I just wanted to ask you more, if you want to tell me more about that, and 
what--Ferraro was pretty involved in--he was pretty involved in getting the 

Olympics to L.A.?  
 

LABONGE 
 



Absolutely. He was the--the eighth vote was Marvin Braude, but John was 
the leader. It was eight-to-seven.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So this was before you--  

 
LABONGE 

 
1978, before I worked for him.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Okay. And so--  

 

LABONGE 
 

And created the new Olympics with the private not-for-profit group that Mr. 
(Peter) Ueberroth, who was like (William) Mulholland. He came and he had 

such an impact on Los Angeles in those '84 games, which, unfortunately, we 
boycotted the Russian games in Moscow in 1980. I was talking to a few 

people lately, I wonder if that would have changed the world much, because 
it was big that Russia was going to have the games, and we said, "No, we 

won't come," and we stopped people from coming. I think New Zealand 
went. Not all our friends came, or dropped out. It was sad, because I think 

that--I'm always a proponent of music, art, dance, sports--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right.  

 
LABONGE 

 
--because you don't have--that's so beautiful that people are together and 

supporting activities. Getting more back to your point there, though, I think 
it was a transformational part of our city, where we were mostly a black-

white-brown town, and then it became multi-diverse black-white-yellow 
town, whatever, Asian American, Mexican American, African American, and 

Anglo Americans. You know, those are the basic groups. And then all of a 
sudden, you saw these great immigrants from Thailand, from Indonesia, 

from big China, all these places came. It's a really diverse city, which is very 
admirable if you celebrate it right, which I hope we continue to do.  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
So you feel like the Olympics had some part in that, then?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Absolutely, on the change of--yeah, the international look that came, and 

then it wasn't just Los Angeles. I mean, Cambodia has a big Little Cambodia 
in Long Beach, and other regions have that. So it's a good thing.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right.  

 
LABONGE 

 

See, that's what the new world is.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And you told me that you went to a lot of the events with Ferraro?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Correct.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Any particularly stand out in your memory that--  
 

LABONGE 

 
Two. One was a Monday night, the last Monday night. 10,000 meters, and 

John and I were standing on the steps of the Coliseum underneath the 
peristyle where the torch is, and he was so excited. It was the 10,000-

meters race, which is a long race, and he just stood there and watched and 
watched, and it was won by an Italian, and he, being an Italian American, 

felt very good. And it was kind of an overcast night, not a cold day. It was 
all kind of misty, so that was--I remember that perfectly.  

 

I remember seeing people sitting behind Princess Anne, and she had every 

button from every country on her hat. I've still got that picture somewhere. I 
remember walking around the stadium, too, or going to other venues and 

parking and just walking in and getting a little touch of what Team Handball 



was or boxing was, which was in the sports arena, or water polo, which was 
interesting. So that was--I said any person who was any which way going to 

be part of the Olympics, be part of the Olympics. It's a great day where you 
welcome the world, whether you're a volunteer or professional staff or an 

athlete. So I think the Olympics are key, very special. So that was Mr. 
Ferraro's moment. And then the other one was Mr. Bradley and at the end of 

the Olympic games, Seoul, Korea, was the next host, so they were going to 
get ready to throw the flame off, and you have the flag, city flag, American 

flag, Mr. Bradley waving it, and you're supposed to give it to the mayor of 
Seoul. He didn't want to give it to him. He didn't want to close the games. It 

was just a remarkable moment, and it was over. It was so intense, so good. 
So I hope for greatness in nine years when they have the games here in 

2028.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah, yeah. Okay. And then just moving forward --  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--to--this is kind of the other extreme, I guess. In March of 1991, the 

Rodney King video was released.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And that, of course, set off a lot of different things--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--in Los Angeles. Can you tell me, what do you remember being in Ferraro's 

office, doing what you were doing, connecting with Ferraro, the other 
staffers? What was going on? What was the reaction like in that office?  



 
LABONGE 

 
Well, it was like a game. I mean, not a game like a football game or a 

baseball game. It just was going on, especially the intensity of the week, the 
trial. First of all, there was the actual incident, where three guys in a car--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right. Starting with that--  

 
LABONGE 

 
--from Altadena, were going west on the 210, and there's no streetlights on 

the 210, and they were speeding. So there's one reason why the police were 

going to pull them over. The police were (California) Highway Patrol, Officer 
(Timothy J.) Singer and Officer (Melanie) Singer. They were married to each 

other. They don't allow that anymore, two married couples, or people that 
are married, to be in the same patrol unit, because of nepotism and 

whatever. So they push them off the freeway and they get off on Foothill 
Boulevard, pull 'em over. That day it was a Sunday. The Foothill Division had 

training on how to use the baton, what a (unclear) or something like this. 
This is from the Christopher Commission Report. Two of the three individuals 

comply. Rodney King doesn't, and then the intense baton-hitting, which we 
all see because a guy named George Holliday has this new thing in his hand 

and he videotapes it. And then he calls Foothill Division and he says, "I got 
this tape, this beating," and they blow him off. So I believe it was either 

Stan Chambers, I think, from Channel 5, the trusted newsman, who first 
received it, or Warren Wilson, who was also a trusted longtime L.A. reporter 

from Channel 4. I don't know, in my memory right now, who it was. So 

that's the start of the whole thing. And then all the challenges that were 
going on.  

 

Then we learned, too, that Mayor Bradley and Daryl Gates had not talked to 

each other for a year, and you really have to--there were some reform that 
was made, but if you work in government, you've got to talk to each other, 

you've got to work with each other, and you've got to understand who's the 
boss. Now, Mayor Bradley was the mayor, and Daryl Gates was the chief, 

but he felt he had a little immunity to operate independently. Chief Gates 
also talked about running for mayor some previous time. I said to myself, "If 

he wants to run, let him run, but he's got to lead the police department." 
That was my thought, you know, because the mayor's the mayor, and that's 

how it goes. Then I also remember that due to the fact that they didn't talk, 



the go-between of the two was John Ferraro, who had a relationship with 
Gates and had a relationship with Mr. Bradley. I remember there was a talk 

and we were going from the mezzanine floor to the mayor's press 
conference room, and Daryl Gates came in John's office to walk down, 

because they hadn't talked in a year. And I told John on the side, I said, 
"John, bring their hands together for the picture, like baseball." And, sure 

enough, they go to the press conference room and they're down there in the 
mayor's office on the third floor, we came down from the mezzanine, and at 

the end, John gets them to do this, and it's on the front page of the Herald 
Examiner. There was so much turmoil in that time. Months later is the trial, 

and a lot of factors were against us, meaning whoever "us" is, just the 
people. And I read the Christopher Commission Report in detail. The judge 

lived in Encino, I believe. They decided, the powers to be, to have it outside 
L.A. County. Well, the closest place outside L.A. County is not Ventura city, 

but Ventura city and Simi Valley, which is just a long pass from Chatsworth, 

which was a mistake, I think, because if it was in the city of Ventura and 
they had diversity of people, whether Latinos and some African--may have 

been better if it was in Riverside, just to get a diverse committee--but it was 
right there, home of the firefighters and police officers of Los Angeles.  

 

So I do remember listening to the trial, and then I do feel that maybe the 

district attorney at the time charged them a little higher than what the police 
officers. They maybe did something wrong, but I don't think they--I don't 

know the details of it, but I'm going from my memory here. But I do 
remember being on Highland Avenue and listening to KNX (Radio), and I do 

remember, in my mind, it was like Mick Jagger singing "Street Fighting 
Man," just all this noise, and they released the verdict. Then I remember 

going home, and the first time they really had helicopters with cameras, and 
to see all that going--it was after--it was like 4:00 o'clock, and I was out in 

the field, so there was no central place to be recalled. I know a lot of the 

police were going down to just--they were going to stage, but they weren't 
engaged in the community. And the first night, all that trouble at Florence 

and Normandie, and I thought to myself, "Why don't they go back to Vernon 
and Normandie or down to Manchester, Normandie, close the access into the 

intersection?" They just kept going and kept seeing--and people saw it all. 
And then they did put police pressure down there. Then people raced all the 

way up through the city into Hollywood, into this neighborhood. There was 
an Auto Zone, there was a--god, it was an appliance store, and a bookstore, 

and two of the three got looted and burnt. The bookstore didn't, but the 
Auto Zone and the appliance store did, right on Sunset Boulevard, there at 

Fountain (Avenue). I do remember going out into the streets on the day or 
two, as the riot was going on. I had a city car, and I remember I pulled a 

bus bench that was in the middle of Western (Avenue) and 6th Street, pretty 



heavy, off and up out of the street that people had thrown that in the 
middle. And I do remember talking to a Korean--I'm using this as a 

description. They had their guns right here in their belt, and they'd be 
standing in front of their shops on 6th Street, which was our district, under 

the Chapman Park Market. It was a very sad time.  

 

I do remember that days later, President (George H.W.) Bush 1 came out to 
Los Angeles, and being with Mr. Ferraro. I drove him out to the airport, 

where we met the president, not in any terminal, but at 24R, which is right--
24 Runway, all the way at the end, almost towards Pershing Square, is a 

little bungalow-like, and it's where they have special meetings where they 
need to. I was standing right at the door, and I think as I go through my 

mind, because it's a pretty impressive moment, the President of the United 
States was walking in the door first. I think there were no Secret Service or 

anybody in front of him, because I think it was all government buildings. The 

sheriff was there, Mayor Bradley was there, John Ferraro was there, all the 
major players in the regions, the chiefs of police. President Bush didn't know 

who I was, but he put his hand out and he shook my hand--the best 
handshake I think I ever had in my life--and he looked me in the eyes and 

he expressed his compassion for the tragedy that Los Angeles had, which 
really was like an impression in my mind. It was probably one of the most--

that era and that period of time,--most wild moment, like a wave so high 
you didn't know if it was going to crash into the houses and the beach or 

whatever description it could be. It was very sad all the way around in this 
period of time. And you see President Bush 1 expressed that, then tried to 

patch it up, and then there was all the discussion on the reform for the 
police department, Proposition F, which ultimately said that the mayor will 

select the chief of police. It was the Police Commission that selected Chief 
Gates. I happen to like all people, and I didn't like the fact that Chief Gates 

was insubordinate, maybe, to the mayor at that time, but I did have a 

relationship with Chief Gates. He used to tell me, "Tom, I'll endorse you or 
your opponent, whatever's better for you," meaning he would gag, if he 

endorsed my opponent and not support me if it would help me, because he 
was--it was a gag he would say. And he was from the local--I'm always for 

the local guy. I'm Marshall High. He went to Franklin High, local guy, but it 
was real, like an earthquake, but worse, because it was such a personal 

thing.  

 

And you think about the tragedy of Rodney King and you think about the 
statement that he made, which is almost as good as what Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt said, you know, "Nothing to fear but fear itself," and Rodney just 
said, "Can't we all just get along?" You know, that was a big, like a 



Hollywood-sign, question, and such an impact this whole time. And the city 
was then knocked solid, I mean knocked to the ground. It was horrible. 

There was an election coming up. Richard Riordan, who was a park 
commissioner, Michael Woo, who was a city councilman. Michael Woo, who 

was very liberal and for progressive values, and Richard Riordan, "Tough 
enough to turn the city around." Michael Woo for sanctuary city; Riordan for 

"Tough enough to turn the city around." He just repeated the same thing. 
Riordan was a park commissioner, which helped him a lot because if you're a 

park commissioner, you're not in a room like a library commissioner or 
administrative commissioner for another post. You're in parks. So it took him 

around the city. And I really think that it was a close race, but I think 
because Stan (J. Stanley) Sanders, who was a very prominent African 

American lawyer, who also was a park commissioner, endorsed, and it was a 
candidate for mayor, endorsed Riordan, and that's why Mr. Riordan won.  

 

Then I remember, because I was running for office at that time--I ran and 
lost by 400 votes to Jackie Goldberg in the 13th District when my wife lived 

in Atwater. I remember talking to the mayor--this is 1994, after the night of 
the election, and Mr. Riordan wanted to privatize the airport and he wanted 

to privatize trash, and I said, "I'm for my trash collectors. I'm for the city 
trash collectors. I don't favor that, and I'm not for selling the airport. I don't 

favor that. But good luck to you tonight," to the mayor. Ultimately, he won, 
I lost, but we knew each other, and I asked John Ferraro if I could go to the 

mayor's office because there were sixteen years in his office, and it was kind 
of long, and he said, "Yeah, go get a job with the mayor." So I became his 

field director, and later his special assistant for that. But I do want to say 
that--because I want to connect the riots to this, which I think is so 

important--although the tragedy of the 1994 earthquake, '92 riots, '94 
earthquake, was a godsend for Los Angeles because it allowed us to come 

together. If we didn't have that earthquake, we may still be struggling. 

Certainly we would've had deeper issues. You can tie again to secession, 
which was so important not to break the city apart. But the earthquake, Mr. 

Riordan, who jumped in his car, who drove to the nearest police station over 
broken freeways, who later had his police officers catch up with him that 

day, who went and surveyed, who got together with Pete Wilson and figured 
out, "Hey, listen. If we don't fix this Santa Monica Freeway--." Were you 

here, by the way, in that--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah.  
 

LABONGE 



 
Yeah. "If we don't fix that freeway in a month, it's going to be havoc for a 

year." So they gave a million-dollar bonus to the contractor, they figured 
how to do it, and they did it. I think he had a greater appreciation for city 

workers, Mr. Riordan, because of the response. When given direction, 
they're the champions, the Los Angeles city employees. Water and Power 

had the power back on in three months--excuse me. Stop that. Three days. 
Three days, which was big, because there's power that comes from all over 

the city, and the wires get knocked down, and there's tragedy in the families 
with all the collapsed buildings. And the work. I think I worked sixty-three 

days straight after the earthquake, mostly in the Valley and all. So it was 
good.  

 

But tying those all things together from the Rodney King incident, which was 

a real low point, to the second (unclear) earthquake, which, in a way, was a 

godsend because it brought us where we had to work together, and it was 
all parts of the city. It wasn't just the Valley, because it came down, as 

earthquakes do, in kind of a wavy way through the Santa Monica Mountains 
down to the Jefferson Park, West Adams. Many of the old homes' front 

porches just fell off. It was interesting how it went. Then it went out to 
Santa Monica and up to Fillmore. I mean, it was very strange. But that's a 

key.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah. You made a lot of connections. It's fine.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Okay.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Kind of thinking back to the riots again, you described some stuff that was 

happening in the district. It seems like it was very immediate here. I'm just 
curious. What was your own perception about why the riots were happening?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think you--it was a structural thing, too. That particular week, Chief 

Gates stripped his command and had all the local field captains report to 
him. A deputy chief who was very talented retired. There was a very 



interesting thing. They went and they parked in a bus yard and sat. They 
didn't engage. There was hesitation.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What did you think about that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, this is afterwards, too, because it's in the real moment. I mean, I'm 

looking at afterwards, that you learn all these things. I still run into 
policemen that I know who say, "Yeah, I stood at 54th and Arlington," which 

is an RTD/MTA bus yard just there. You've always got to have relationships 
with--the critical thing was Mr. Bradley and Mr. Gates were not talking to 

each other. It's so critical that they talk to each other, have some formal 

relationship, and the mayor is the mayor and the governor's the governor, 
the president's the president. But I don't want to talk about the president, 

because I have a whole 'nother chapter and verse on that, because it's about 
relationships.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So you're suggesting, because Bradley and Gates were--that relationship 

was so--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Distant.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
--dysfunctional at that point, do you think--are you suggesting that 

exacerbated things or like--I mean--  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think it exacerbated--they could've done it better and maybe--and that's 
from '65, '75, '85, '92, there's a lot of people weren't involved with-- I don't 

think civil unrest or earthquake preparedness was a daily training, which you 
have to have nowadays in the world that we live in. The camera makes a lot 

of things happen, and where people feel like they want to go out and throw 
a rock.  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
Because, I mean, the riots definitely show something not working right, 

right?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I mean, at least--maybe that was my own--I should pose this more as a 
question. But did you see it that way or--I guess I'm just trying to get at 

why do you think the people who were--why was there so much anger--  
 

LABONGE 

 
Animosity.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--fury, animosity, even at the grassroots level?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Like, were you thinking about that? Was Ferraro--were you guys talking 

about this in the office? What was happening?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think a lot of it, for me, if I can remember anything, it was about 

going right out to the district and doing what's necessary to clean up, 
because there were skirmishes even in the district, and trying to get it back 

to a normal thing, normalcy. I do think that what happens is you've always 
got to treat people better than before, and it's very difficult. Policing, 

whether it's the police officers' overreaction or the person who's a suspect or 
pulled over on something, how they react, you've got to work on 

relationships every day. Right now, like if you look and you said what 
department has the most relationships with the community straight on, and 

it's the police department. They have senior lead officers. They've improved 
a lot of that.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So back then, what was your sense? How did you feel the LAPD was doing 

back then?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I also coached the LAPD and worked with these people who are our 
police officers, and their one thing in life is to serve and go home at night. 

You know what I mean? It's a very dangerous job in a way. But leadership 
counts, and reminding people how to work together, the struggle that they 

have and the struggle that people have in other parts. This is a very off 
example, but there was Locke High School, which was opened after the '65 

riots in South L.A., and its first principal was Dr. Taylor, Robert Taylor, and 

he's African American. (unclear) living here in Marshall High there, near 
Marshall High. I know his children. When we talked and when he passed, we 

went to this memorial, they talked about when he was a principal there. The 
first thing he did was he bought gold jackets for the parents, because they're 

the saints. That was their colors, gold and white. And gave 'em jobs or 
volunteer jobs to be at the school at 7:30 in the morning, so when kids 

came to school, they got their tail into class and did things. It's kind of an 
elevated demand. And I think one challenge that we have in areas 

throughout is not having an elevated demand on people, not a harsh one, 
but just--the only way you're going to get through this is you get in shape 

and you work hard, physical as well as mental, and not just hangin'. So you 
let 'em hang if you don't want to engage. That's how I think we lower--this 

is me, not John Ferraro--we lower the bar instead of raising the bar and help 
people over the bar. That's the deal. I think it's so important.  

 

It's a very fragile world, you know. Things can happen now, especially fragile 
because the news is so immediately out there. I do remember the SLA 

(Symbionese Liberation Army) shootout, because I was trying to get a 
coaching job at another school, and I came home. It was at 54th and 

Compton. It was the first time that I actually had a live shot. I think it was 
1974, and the guy who was doing the live shot couldn't believe it, because it 

(unclear) hearing all this gunshots and all that. But it's a fragile world and it 
can happen again. You just gotta--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
How do you think--I mean, how do we avoid that?  

 



LABONGE 
 

Constant engagement and respect.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you think issues like poverty, inequality, factor into this?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think disrespect, too. And there's mental illness out there on the 
streets. The homeless issue is no friend, they have no friends, they don't 

want any friends. They want to live their life, but it becomes--it's like, if they 
were in a classroom in high school, disruptive, even though they need help. 

So, trying to help people. I believe in the broken windows concept, which is 

trying to keep neighborhoods up, but it's very difficult. What I see and what 
I saw as a child growing up was different than what someone sees as a child 

in Southwest L.A. or East L.A. or wherever it may be, so it's very difficult. I 
was just thinking about all these things. I do know this, that the earthquake 

did help Los Angeles come back together, because it was fractured by that. 
And then, also, we just had, in 2000, the secession movement. When I got 

elected, and I was a Valley representative as well as a Metropolitan 
representative, I was very much against it. We're still arguing. It would be a 

horrible divorce.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right.  
 

LABONGE 

 
And I used a lot of that example of the earthquake and Water and Power 

and bringing power back to the people so quickly so it's there. I would love 
to--see, the thing now that I'm out of office, Becky, I wish I had the ability 

to at least be with other like minds, just to throw things out. I was more of a 
field person, but people don't necessarily care about what you think when 

you're not--they tolerate you, I guess, if you're elected or if you went to 
Princeton (University). I just went to Cal State L.A.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So you'd like to--  

 
LABONGE 



 
Contribute thought to hopefully find ways to bring solutions, you know. They 

did have, in 1978, a lieutenant do community relations at every police 
station. When Prop 13 passed, they got rid of it. Community relations is so 

important. I would love to see us have a walk program where--they used to 
have more foot beats. You're out there on the street, even in neighborhoods. 

It's tough.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

You mentioned, talking about the riots and that sort of thing, that leadership 
counts, and I don't know if you were referring to Gates. You were talking 

about the LAPD, and I think you might've been referring to Gates. Did you 
sense at that time, even thinking, if you can kind of remember your mindset 

back when you were in Ferraro's office and that was all happening--what 

was your thinking about Gates and how he was leading the LAPD? Did you 
sense that there were problems in the LAPD?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I just thought they were being confronted with, all the time, the two 

worlds: one that people thought they would want to be in, without violence, 
and the police with violence. And I use this--it's harsh--if you had the police 

department and the sanitation department, the police department has to 
follow strict laws. Now they have to follow strict laws in sanitation, separate 

the trash and all that stuff there. It's a harsh thing, so I don't mean it in a 
harmful way, but the trash doesn't talk back. The trash doesn't have any 

rights, really. You've just got to follow those laws. Human beings need 
protection and love and respect. So just bringing that back to some form 

and teaching it. I'm doing some volunteer work, and I want the recruits from 

both police and fire department to go to twelve or twenty-two, or whatever 
it would be, different places in Los Angeles. The Observatory for one, the top 

of city hall for another, the aqueducts there, but the Holocaust Museum in 
Pac Pacific Park, the Museum of Tolerance, the African American Museum. 

These other places, they got--sometimes it takes a year or two to get hired 
by the city, but go out and learn about the city, because I think that's so 

important to have a knowledge of the city. Last Sunday, I had extra time, so 
I did my usual walk in Griffith Park. I just happened to go to church, okay? 

I'm not religious, but I went to church, and you see some old friends that 
you see. I went to Pan Pacific Park, and I've done this before, but this time I 

remember I walked around all the Holocaust Museum and read from 1933 
through '45 of the tragedy of what took place in Europe and in Germany, 

and it was a very--and I said people--you almost got to reread that, almost 
like it's a Bible, that these things happened for what reason. And a lot 



happened, because after World War I, we did nothing. So then the tragedy 
of a guy named Hitler comes along and we had no relationship with them, 

because we beat 'em in a war, but you still got to work with the people. I'm 
worried about the future of the fragile world that we live in right now, so 

when you look at that history, it's always good--back to what I want to say--
if you work for the public, to have relationships with the public.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
But, I mean, something obviously kind of broke down, I think, leading into 

the--was reflected, maybe, in the uprising, the riots around that.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And I don't know if you sort of thought about that, or had thought at the 

time, about that bigger issue and maybe what could have been done.  
 

LABONGE 
 

But also I know that Hillary Clinton and Bill Clinton got criticized for the act 
that they passed. Joe Biden's getting criticized for the--I want to remember 

the title of the act for the--they put in for protection. They criticized that--
like right now I'm watching local--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

You mean criminal justice reforms?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, that's--but there was an act that they passed that made you serve 
time for crime.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Oh, okay.  

 
LABONGE 

 



You know, and a lot of people got locked up. There's more people locked up 
in America than anywhere else, which is really a challenge to think of us that 

way, but then you hear--and we're going off track here--but just to say you 
hear people talk, like in Maine and Vermont, they let prisoners vote, and 

there was one family that said, "Yeah, I'd like my Sally to vote, but that guy 
killed her." So I have nothing for violent hardcore crime, nothing for that. 

You just lost your ticket to the dance. You can't go anymore. But for other 
challenges that people have, I think there's ways that we could try to help. 

Incarceration doesn't always work, but I think education does, but we need 
it both ways.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were you guys talking about that much in Ferraro's office?  

 

LABONGE 
 

I don't think so. I don't think so. I was a physical--I was a deputy. I was 
outside. I was with him during the day and that, but very infrequently did I 

ever go in the council. Back then--now there's a bunch of people at city 
council who are advising their councilmembers. They were not even down 

there then. They'd call you if there was a specific question on an item. You 
didn't sit there and watch a meeting.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you remember ever talking to Ferraro when all that was happening?  

 
LABONGE 

 

Well, the riots itself? Yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, like just talking about it or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, he was concerned that--he had more of a relationship with Daryl Gates 
than Mr. Bradley did, because Mr. Bradley didn't talk to him, and he was 

worried about the city and the fact that it fell apart so quickly; how does it 
go on from here, and what do we do? So I was just--you know, I'm trying to 

think if there was anything other than the simple thing of trying to bring 
peace to the city, because there were factions on both sides. There were real 



hard factions on both sides, for the police or against the police, and, again, 
leadership counts if you have it in the right way, the right direction. So it's 

hard to say.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And then, of course, Ferraro was instrumental when Gates left--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

--too, right?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I mean, do you recall that whole process or any memories of that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
To get him to leave, yeah, to get him to leave was very--he didn't want to--

he knew the guy for a long time. Because you've got to remember Daryl 
Gates was the police officer assigned to drive Chief (William H.) Parker--and 

I remember John telling me Chief Parker told him one day he's going to be 

chief, because John was a police commissioner. People forget all these 
things, but I remember him telling me that. Parker lived in this 

neighborhood of Silver Lake, too, you know. I went to the police commission 
the other day--a sidebar, as they say in TV--and I mentioned the thing 

about having tours for recruits and all that, and then I asked, "Chief (Michael 
R.) Moore, do you know where Moore Street is?" "No." "It's right off of Silver 

Lake, not far from where Parker lived." You know, which is--LaBonge, your 
last name--forgive me--will not have a street named for him, but Moore is a 

pretty common name, so they named one after--they didn't name it after 
him, but it was named long ago. But also there's a dynamic, too, of who is 

the power of Los Angeles, was there a power of Los Angeles when there 
were twenty-five guys at the California Club, in the thirties, forties, fifties, 

sixties, sliding off in the seventies? Tom Bradley couldn't go to the California 
Club or the (unclear) Club, so they started the City Club, and so you see all 



that change and the power of those guys that may have had voice in Los 
Angeles, but they lived in Pasadena. You know, that's all gone. That's 

different voices. There's more diversity, which is important. And I think after 
Gates left, Willie Williams, he was good, but he didn't--when I say good, 

when you go to Las Vegas, it's like a bad place to be, you know what I 
mean? And he went to Las Vegas, I guess. He did some wrong things, 

whatever it was. So--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Just getting back to when Ferraro and the whole Gates thing is sort of--when 
Gates was pushed out, in a sense--  

 
LABONGE 

 

Right.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

--were you involved in any of that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I don't think I was involved in anything. John pretty much knew what he 
would do or want to do. There also was a great guy named Ron (Ronald F.) 

Deaton, who was a legislative analyst for the city, who John would 
sometimes take advice from. Like I said, I was more his outside guy, making 

sure these streetlights get saved or whatever the thing was like that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Okay.  

 
LABONGE 

 
And I also think, too, if I had wrote a paragraph once a month of "what I did 

this month in the City of L.A.", I'd have a book out by now. You're really 
riding on the heartbeat of life when you work in the city and you see that, 

but I didn't. I took pictures. And I only took a few pictures of the riots.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Really?  
 



LABONGE 
 

Just a few, just a stop sign burnt, so it was just the stop sign and the 
octagon and then the chain, the storefront. Sad.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Let me ask you about one last area.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Sure.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

And then we can close. Just moving on during, again, your years in Ferraro's 
office in the eighties, early nineties, development issues were a big thing, 

right?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Were you involved in any of those conversations or sort of--I guess I'm 
trying--I'm curious about how your own thinking might have been evolving 

around how do you balance, like, business development with preserving 
neighborhoods--  

 

LABONGE 
 

Right.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

--and neighborhood cohesion.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



How do you kind of strike those balances? Was that something you were 
thinking about as a staffer at that point?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Absolutely. Now, the old district, the old 4th, had Angelina Heights in it, 

where Echo Park and Dodger Stadium was, and they're the first Historic 
Preservation Overlay Zone (HPOZ) in the city, and I had a lot to do with 

that. You could go back and talk to some of the longtime residents. I helped 
shepherd a lot of that, because, see, the other thing, too: John was a 

longtime L.A. guy, although he grew up in Cudahy, but he was a L.A. Trojan, 
'school, all that stuff. He lived in Windsor Square/Hancock Park, I think, 

most of his life, adult life. So having the impact on the HPOZ was very 
important, because the third one was Melrose Hill near Western and Melrose, 

and so that was another key thing to help shepherd along. And then I also 

did some development issues, where the biggest one was Wilshire Courtyard 
out on Wilshire Boulevard, and it all helps when there's a great developer. 

J.H. Snyder is the company, and Jerry Snyder, who grew up in L.A. and went 
to Roosevelt High School, tried to find common ground, and that's one thing 

that John Ferraro did, tried to find common ground for people. The Historic 
Film Museum for the Academy of Arts and Sciences in the old May Company 

building, that's part of an effort that John Ferraro made in saving that 
building for allowing other development in that region. And the district that 

is the 4th District, the old 4th, not so much the new 4th, is the most densely 
populated area outside of Manhattan. Iif you go to 7th and Normandie right 

now and go on the roof of one of those old seven-story brick buildings, you'll 
see this packed density that really is between Beverly and Pico and the 

downtown Harbor Freeway and almost, with the exception of some of the 
neighborhoods out by Wilshire, just packed with housing. In Manhattan, you 

go next, in New York City. So density was important.  

 

In working for John, I was the one who, because he allowed me to do things, 

I said to the Department of Transportation, "Why can't we make these 
diagonal parking spaces?" And they scratched their head. "Well, we don't 

allow it." "Well, why can't we try it?" So they started doing that, and they've 
done more of that. They did it first in the Miracle Mile, and I shepherded a 

lot of those little changes. There was a city employee named Pauline Chan, 
who was very smart. She figured out that if you tell the neighborhood where 

you're going to have to come in these streets to your neighborhood, but that 
the cut-through traffic will stop because we make it restricted, and it worked 

out. That was at Beverly and Highland, in that area, right there in Hancock 
Park, to try to stop the--the first public/private partnership was a parking 

structure on Larchmont. John gave me a letter, and he said, "Here, see if 



you can get these two parking meters removed." So I had relationships with 
the city departments, and I talked to this one guy named Tom Connor, and 

he said, "Hey, let's try to do a parking structure there." And they did a 
public/private partnership with the developer, built a parking lot the city 

owns, but he got the top--so that worked out.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Were you seeing a lot of those kinds of public/private partnerships?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I'd see a lot of that stuff, but also seeing some change, too, to get 
streetlights, old streetlights repaired instead of taking out for new ones. We 

got the first ones done there at Hancock Park Historic District. So a lot had 

to do with John being such a popular person. He wasn't like on TV every 
night or anything like that, but he was popular because he was friendly to 

the--he was a commissioner before, a police commissioner for a long time, 
so the city family. And then I always went out to meet the general manager 

face-to-face, whatever that would be. So that helped on a lot of this 
transformation or change, which, again, was, "You can't do that. You can't 

do that." Well, they did it and life went on. So, you know.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Was gentrification a big issue?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I don't think it was, and I think--like the other thing, too--there was a guy, 

and he's still around, named John (H.) Wellborne, who runs a newspaper 
called the Larchmont Chronicle, and he actually wrote the ordinance--he was 

a young lawyer then--that prevented apartment houses from going up above 
three stories on Wilshire Boulevard, because they didn't want to become 

what Westwood became, like ten-story buildings, fifteen-story buildings. 
They saved their neighborhoods. They saved the neighborhoods. That's a lot 

of what these things did. Gentrification, it's a reinvestment in community, 
usually, a big cause of it, but it does cause displacement, which is a 

challenge, but it's--you have a building that's 100 years old, and if you don't 
have someone put in new plumbing or new roof, then it's not going to be 

here in fifteen years. So then it happens quick.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



Did you see--were there any cases where you were seeing that you guys 
were working on or trying to deal with the repercussions of that back when 

you were in Ferraro's office?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I was thinking there was some areas there. The Miracle Mile, they 
didn't want any new housing at all. But then again, you get the subway that 

comes up Wilshire Boulevard. By the way, Mr. Ferraro was against the 
subway, but when I got elected, and this was--I got on the MTA board and I 

asked Mayor (James) Hahn, "Do you want to do this, Mr. Mayor?" And he 
said, "Nah, that's all right, Tom. You do it." And I took the lead on getting 

the subway started again, because there was a thing called methane gas, 
and too bad we had that argument, too bad we had that fire, too bad we had 

to stall, because we're way behind in our transit, way behind. Anyway, they 

finally are building out Wilshire Boulevard, but there were a lot of people 
who didn't want anything.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
How did you deal with differing opinions like that? Like, where Ferraro was 

opposed--and were you feeling like you disagreed with him on that issue at 
that point?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, God bless John, but he died in office, and then I became a candidate, 

and then I knew the people better than any other people, they knew me, 
and I got elected. And I wonder, too, because I know there was some things 

that John was adamant for, but I wasn't.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah.  

 
LABONGE 

 
And I just spoke what I believed was--if you're always straight with the 

people, that's what you think.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

How did you deal with that while you were on his staff?  
 



LABONGE 
 

Well, it's a good question, because I worked for him and he was the boss.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah.  
 

LABONGE 
 

You know, it was his district, it was his--the guy, and I didn't--I know he 
wanted light rail, but, we never got--said, "Okay, let's put it down 7th Street 

instead of Wilshire and put it in the street." But I remember my uncle--and 
I'm going back to my family--saying that when the red car was in the street, 

it caused conflict and people didn't like it, and you can still see in some 

parts. The other day I was on Hoover and 6th, and the rail from the old 6th 
Street streetcar is coming up. They need to pave the street again. All these 

conflicts. So I was respectful if there were some things that I thought 
differently, and I think I was a little more liberal than John, but I'm not a 

wild liberal--he was a moderate Democrat. He was a secretary of sergeant-
at-arms to the 1960 Democratic Convention at the Coliseum. He was more 

of a middle Democrat, and I'm more of a little like him now, but I'm--it was 
different. We were friends, too, when I worked for the mayor. Sometimes I'd 

go to a baseball game with him or a football game with him. So it was very 
kind. And like I say, he saw that I was having children, and he knew I was 

just working for Riordan, for Mr. Riordan, so he talked to Ron Deaton, who 
was the legislative analyst, and he said, "Hey, Tom's got to get a city job. He 

loves parks. Let's put him in the park department." So they put it in the 
budget, these two exempt positions, but it'd come to me because my 

children were like two and four and one year old or something like that. And 

I always had this philosophy, Becky, always answer the phone, no matter 
what time of day it is. And it was 5:30 one day and a woman called, and she 

said, "My streetlights are out." I was working for the mayor then. Now, this 
is on a Thursday or like on a Tuesday or something like that, and the 

following Monday, I'm going to the park department. So she called and it 
was after hours, but I always answer the phone, and her streetlight was out. 

"Is it on a streetlight or an Electrolier ornamental pole or is it on a telephone 
pole?" "On a telephone pole." So that means it's Water and Power. Mind you, 

I was going to this job from 52, what I was making in 2000, to 58, and I 
wasn't in--working for Mr. Riordan was great because he gave me the role of 

special representative and I represent him throughout the city--not the 
policy part of this thing, not the budget part, but just represent him and the 

good words that he would have for a neighborhood or individual.  

 



So I call Water and Power on this light out, because Water and Power fixes 
the lights that are on street telephone poles. There's a Bureau of 

Streetlighting if it's a regular streetlight on an ornamental pole. And the guy 
first says to me, "Hey, we heard you're going to the park department. Come 

talk to us." So I said, "Okay, I'll go talk to you, but this lady needs her light 
fixed." "All right, we'll get it fixed. We'll get it fixed." So like the next day I 

go to Water and Power, and they sit down and they say they want me to be 
their Director of Community Relations, and I said, "Well, whatever." I was 

kind of slow, but I said yes at the end, because I think it was a better 
promotion because the one in Rec and Parks, I'd have to report to other 

people, and this one, I had to report just to the manager below the general 
manager. When I worked for Riordan, Riordan would call you directly or stuff 

like that, or there was one person. It wasn't like a big bureaucracy.  

 

So I'm sitting there at Water and Power on the fifteenth floor, and they say, 

"Yeah, we want you to be our Community Relations Director." And then the 
head guy says, "Hey, bring out the book." And, okay, what's the wage? 

What's the rate? And they go, "Well, we could go 121 to 152." And they go, 
"We'll pay him 142." And I go, "Oh, shit." Did you hear that? I hope you 

didn't hear that. So that night--and I think it's Thursday night--I'm going to 
the Benedict Canyon Neighborhood Association in Benedict Canyon, and they 

don't have a neighborhood building there, but they do rent the Beverly Hills 
Hotel ballroom for their community meeting, and I'm there because I'm still 

working for Mr. Riordan, and next to me is Zev Yaroslavsky. "Hey, LaBonge, 
what's goin' on?" And I say, "Hey, Zev. Not much. I'm going to go to Water 

and Power." "Oh, yeah? What are you gonna do?" "Director of Community 
Relations." "What are they gonna pay ya?" "142." "142?! What are they 

paying you 142--I can't believe that!" You know. So all the way home, again 
I'm not religious, but I say the Hail Mary. I live in Silver Lake, go from 

Beverly Hills, thinking that Zev's gonna call for a big investigation. Because I 

was making more than he was. He was only making 121 working for the 
county as a supervisor. Water and Power was paying me more. He didn't, 

but I was worried, because Zev was always looking for whatever his 
thoughts are on fiscal responsibility. But that was a thing that happened, 

and it was a nice gesture by Mr. Ferraro to try to get me to the parks 
department, but he was happy that I got to Water and Power, and it just 

worked out that way.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Wow.  
 

LABONGE 



 
And then when he died, I asked my wife, Brigid, "Can I run for office?" And 

she said, "Yes." And we ran and won. I think I was at Water and Power a 
year and a half or something like that.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Oh, just for a year.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Okay. (End of interview)  
 

1.3. SESSION THREE (5/14/2019) 

NICOLAIDES 

 
All right. This is Becky Nicolaides, and we're at Tom LaBonge's home in 

Silver Lake, Los Angeles, and the date is May 14th, 2019.  
 

LABONGE 
 

And thirty-one years ago, I got married to my wife, Brigid, on this day at 
2nd and Main at St. Vibiana's Cathedral.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Today? I mean, this is the anniversary?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Today. This is the anniversary. And then on that day, we had an earthquake 
in 1987, which was centered in Whittier, California, but it affected all of Los 

Angeles, and the church, the cathedral at 2nd and Main, some parts of it 
were fenced off, woodened off, closed off because of the earthquake 

damage, so when my wife had to walk to the front of the altar, instead of 
going through the front doors on Main Street, she walked along the side. 

Back then, the Union Rescue Mission was right there next to St. Vibiana's. 
It's no longer there. It's a police parking garage. And I remember clearly 



how all the men from the mission stood up and clapped my wife. So I always 
think of that on this day--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Wow.  

 
LABONGE 

 
--in LaBonge history.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah. Wow. Okay. Well, happy anniversary.  

 

LABONGE 
 

Thank you, thank you.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Well, speaking of your wife, can you tell me how you met your wife?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I met my wife in 1979, and it's how it worked. Like, in 1976 or '77, I 
dated a few girls at city hall, and I remember I took one to the movies or 

something and we came back to her apartment, and then I sat on the couch 
and started talking a little. Then we proceeded to do what young people try 

to do, but one of us didn't want it. She said, "Wrong!" So I said, "Okay. I got 

it, I got it." And then I thought afterwards that I don't want to date girls that 
I work with for that reason, so I quit dating girls from city hall.  

 

Then a girl that I kind of liked at city hall left city hall like in--this is 1979, 

and I asked her out and she said yes. We were going to the Palomino (Club). 
It was a world-famous country-western bar on Lankershim (Boulevard), 

6907 Lankershim in North Hollywood. Hoyt Axton, who wrote many great 
songs, including "Greenback Dollar" and all those great hits that he wrote, 

was playing, and the girl liked Hoyt Axton, too. But at 2:30 in the afternoon 
that day--I think it was June 19th, 1979--at 2:30 she called, and my 

mother--I was still living at home--came to the front window. I was washing 
the stairs down because we liked to keep our--that's what our dad taught 

us, keep our house clean, you know, and the property. And she said, "You've 



got a phone call." So I go listen and it's this girl, Patty. She says, "I can't 
make it tonight." So that was at 2:30. At 3:30, my cousin calls and says, 

"Hey, do you got an extra ticket?" Because she and her husband were going, 
and my cousin too. And so I said, "Yeah, I got an extra ticket." And it turned 

out to be my wife, Brigid LaBonge. Brigid Manning, excuse me. That was my 
wife. It was a blind date, Palomino Club. I was going to take another girl 

there that night, but she broke the date that afternoon, so it's kind of is 
ironic how it all worked out. Plus, my policy, visionary policy, not to date 

girls where you work, like nowadays with all the #MeToo Movement. I'm 
giving--I'm trying to make you smile, Becky.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah.  

 

LABONGE 
 

So anyway, so that was how I met my wife. Then the next day, we went out. 
I remember taking her to the Pasadena train station, the Santa Fe station. I 

liked trains. I was taking pictures. Then we drove up to Mount Lowe, which 
is way above Altadena, getting out in nature, and we became fast friends 

from that. So that's how I met my wonderful wife, Brigid. We have two 
children, Charles, who's twenty-one, he's a junior at University of San 

Francisco, and Mary Catherine, who just graduated from Long Beach State 
University. She's twenty-six years old.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So what years were the kids born?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Ninety-four and '98.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Okay. And can you tell me a little bit about Brigid's background?  
 

LABONGE 
 

She's from a family of eight; four girls, four boys. I'm from a family of eight; 
all boys. She went to St. Elizabeth Elementary School and then St. Andrew's 

girls' Catholic High School, Pasadena. She went to Pasadena City College. 
She was not a final finalist, but she was one of the top persons selected in 



the big Rose Princess thing, but she wasn't in the finals. A wonderful person 
and a big family, and she liked me because I didn't drive fast. She liked me 

because I drove around the city and talked about the city then, not in a 
political way, but in a community way. Big date was to take someone across 

the 6th Street Bridge or down some old road in the Art District, which is now 
the art district, which then was the industrial district, and go to Philippe's or 

Vickman's or The Pantry, some old dive.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So she kind of shared that interest in the city or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah. I think, if anything, too, a lot of times, guys drive too fast, they're 

young. And I didn't drive fast, so I think that was the big thing she liked 
about me: didn't drive fast.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So it sounds like she grew up in Pasadena.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, local girl, and athletic, basketball player, very artistic.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And just--what did her parents do?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Her dad was with United Parcel and also with the United States Postal 
Service, and, like I said, she's seven of the eight Manning kids. Her mother 

was a housewife her whole life, and still living, too, at ninety-three years 
old.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Wow. And then you said you were married today like back in the same day 

in 1988.  
 

LABONGE 
 



Correct.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And two kids, and your kids were both born here?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right, at Kaiser Hospital in Los Angeles.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Okay. Right. So when you were married, did that change--  
 

LABONGE 

 
I'm still married.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I mean, in other words--  

 
LABONGE 

 
When I got married, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--when you got married. Thank you.  

 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, right, right, yeah, yeah, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

When you got married--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Just wanted to correct that if my wife Brigid was listening. Okay, I'm 
teasing.  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
I hear you. When you got married, did that change your involvement with 

the local community at all, or did that have any effect?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think my wife would tell you I probably did overload sometimes. Like, 
one time, she said--this is in like 2005 or '06--she said, "Hey, you haven't 

been home for dinner in three weeks." This is when I was a councilman. 
"We're having a family dinner tonight, so you better be home, 7:30 sharp." 

And that morning at work, I get a call from a guy who's in politics from 
Boston, who I knew. He said, "Hey, there's this guy coming out. Can you 

give him one of your things?" which means like a Certificate of Welcome to 
somebody. And he said, "Yeah, this guy's going to be president, man. He's 

great. He's from Chicago. He's going to capture the Democratic nomination." 

Then I remembered what my wife said, be home by 7:30, so I said, "Oh, 
gosh." There was always this conflict. I checked with Albert, who's the great 

calligrapher downstairs in the clerk's office. "Albert, can you make me a 
rush?" And he said, "Sure, Tom. I'll make you a rush." And he made a rush, 

and then I raced out to the Hollywood and Highland complex. It's a shopping 
complex by the Chinese (Theatre). I ran into the fundraiser right at 7:01 in 

the evening. You know, it started at 7:00. I did not pronounce the person's 
name because he was so new on the scene. He was a state senator from 

Chicago, later to be a United States senator from Illinois, Barack Obama. I 
was afraid when I got there, because I was rushing to get home to my 

family, that I didn't want to mispronounce his name, because what if--you 
know, we don't think about it now, but I think a lot of us had trouble with his 

name in the beginning of the time. So then I did get home for dinner, and 
we had a great dinner, and I got a little cred with my wife for being home. 

So there's a conflict all the time in that, because there's only one day, and 

that's today, and you try to push real hard.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. So I guess at the time when you got married, and even, I guess, 
when you met Brigid, you were on (John) Ferraro's staff at that point, right?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yes, yes.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So you were busy, I'm sure, with that position.  



 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
At any point--I'm not sure if I asked you this before--did you ever get 

involved in local civic groups here in Silver Lake, like the Rotary (Club) or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, you go to some of those things. I wasn't a--  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Were you a member?  

 
LABONGE 

 
No, I don't believe so, wasn't a member. The only thing I really got involved 

in and carried on through that period was way back in the early seventies. 
The girl I met in junior college, who went to my high school, she lived on 

Fountain and Mariposa, in an apartment on the west side of the street. She 
also went to UCLA and I went to Cal State L.A. And I remember one night, 

and this is maybe in 19--this predates Brigid--1972 or '73, but I think it's 
more '72, could be '73, because she was going to UCLA then. So, '73, so she 

kicked me out and said, "I've got to study. I've got to study," because going 
to the big University of California at Los Angeles, you got to study, okay? 

And I said, "All right." So I left her apartment house, and I remember it was 

raining, and there was a community newspaper which I'd just picked up, 
because it was not totally wet. "Community meeting tonight at John Marshall 

High School," which was my high school, to discuss whether they'd tear 
down the high school or restore it from the earthquake of 1971. That was 

the first community meeting that I ever went to, and I participated a lot at 
my old high school.  

 

Later, I was the chairman of the eightieth anniversary, which was in 1981--

excuse me. The fiftieth anniversary. Thirty-one, '41, '51, '61, '71, '81. Yeah, 
the fiftieth anniversary, I was the chairman of that particular event, which 

was nice to do. And I remember we were getting a program made for the 
event and it had a lot of the community history in it. Originally, it was going 

to be like a standard program that you see, but the printer, who was a 



Marshall graduate, closed their business on Riverside Drive. So I scratched 
my head and I got another printer, who was down at 54th and Crenshaw, 

who my family knew, my dad knew, to print the newspaper, like the Blue 
Tide. That was our school paper. And I was just trying to show it to you 

because it was pretty good, because it had all the historic news of the 
neighborhood from Griffith Park to Los Feliz to Atwater, all the different parts 

of the community we lived in. It was great to be chairman of that event. So I 
was civically involved with that historical society for our Booster Club 

Advisory Committee for the high school for several years as a civically-
minded individual.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did that group draw a lot of community members?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Alumni from the school and some community members. There were four 
women which were very impressive, Sheryl Boller, Anita Burke, Alberta 

Burke, Anita Hanger--excuse me--and Nina Mohi. They were the chairs of 
the committee that saved the high school, which was very impressive, 

because the district wanted to make it a new plant, they called it. We 
wanted the beautiful old high school. It's a real beautiful high school. So we 

saved that building, which was so important. But that was my first where I 
really got involved civically. And then I was often involved with Griffith Park 

and their issues, even when I wasn't in our district, and then it became in 
the 4th District, where I got real involved in that way there.  

 

So this was the newsletter, I think, right maybe somewhere here. And I had 

it--ah, there it is. Good, I got it. It was like a newspaper. It was a godsend, 

because it was going to a formal program like this where we put the history 
of the school--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Oh, wow, yeah.  

 
LABONGE 

 
--all the old pictures of the neighborhood, which people love, the stories. We 

also celebrated the city's bicentennial. I was the editor and publisher of it 
because it just fell that way.  

 



NICOLAIDES 
 

Would you say, do you think the school was like a kind of a key focus of 
community life in Silver Lake, in this area or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think the battle to save the school was big, and, plus, I was a football 

player there, and then I coached there for five years, so there was a big 
involvement. I remember when I started working for John Ferraro in 1978, I 

asked him, "Could I work for thirty-two hours?" and he said "Yes."  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I guess I'm trying to get a feel for what life was like in this area, what the 

big draws were of civic energies, if people were--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think saving the high school was real big, and soon after that, there 
was a long discussion, saving the reservoir, because they had the 

Environmental Protection Agency--this predates even when I was a 
councilperson, but we were able to help when we were a councilperson, but 

they had to cover the reservoirs. There was a discussion whether to cover 
them here in Silver Lake or somewhere else.  

 

I came up with a suggestion for Water and Power to use Griffith Park. 

Originally, I wanted to do an area by the merry-go-round, so it could have 
the extra money to improve that area of the park. But then they chose--

because of pumping--an area suggested out by Travel Town, which is now 

covered reservoirs. When the reservoirs are open nowadays, pollution comes 
in, and once the water gets here, it's already been filtered out in the Valley. 

So they wanted to get better water, which is the most important thing, and 
they did that, and that was a big argument. But finding the right spot for 

them out by Griffith Park--and it takes years. It takes maybe ten years for 
them, when you start to when you finish, to get it done like they do. But 

that was a sense of urgency, that activism there. And then, again, back to 
the earthquake at Marshall High, which they wanted to tear down the high 

school there. Also wanted to rebuild a new dam, which they ultimately did, 
but they built it exactly where it was before, and then--this was previous to 

my being elected--and then--  
 

NICOLAIDES 



 
Which dam? Where was this?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Silver Lake Reservoir, which is a big part of the area. And then they built 

that exactly--because there was a homeowner president and he wanted to 
be right there where it was. Okay, you know. If they built it back fifty feet, 

he'd have to turn his head just a little to see it, but they would have had fifty 
more feet for the youth and the sports fields down there or the dog park 

that's down there, but in the end, it all works out, but that was a big issue 
on that, the reservoir.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Were you involved with that at all?  
 

LABONGE 
 

In many ways in the movement of--now when we built the new reservoirs 
that are not open yet--one is--it was fun, I got to open it, when I yelled to 

the guy, "Pull the valve!" you know, way down there, and he pulled them 
and the water started gushing out. I felt a little like (William) Mulholland. But 

anyway, it's been a long, tortuous community involvement for many people 
in this area here, and now they're going through a whole master plan, what 

to do in the future. I just say leave it as it is, because people walk around 
the reservoir, which is good and healthy, and the native birds and others 

love just flying in there. Some people want to make it a swim pond in there, 
but I think it'd be overwhelming.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

In the reservoir?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah. It's kind of big, tough, deep.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Is that some of what the debates are around?  
 

LABONGE 
 



Some of it right now, yeah, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Well, okay. And then where did your kids go to school?  
 

LABONGE 
 

They went to Ivanhoe Elementary School right over here on Rowena. I went 
to Ivanhoe Elementary School after I left Mother of Good Counsel School 

because it was overcrowded. And they went through fifth grade because 
that's what--the public schools now only went to fifth grade, not sixth grade. 

Then my daughter went to Immaculate Heart High School and Junior High, 
which is over at Western and Franklin. My son went to St. Brendan's 

(Catholic School) six, seven, and eight, and then Loyola High School, he 

went there. My wife is a better Catholic than I, but also one of the things I 
said, "I've got to make sure that the schools that they go to are the best," 

because I'm not around as much as a nine-to-fiver.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What was your sense of how the schools had changed since--like the public 
schools, especially, since you had been there?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, I think there was more structure in public schools. I mean, I 

remember having to take certain classes or your function for credits and all, 
and I, by no means, was an advanced student or had any AP (advanced 

placement) classes. I got A's in industrial arts and print shop, in which I 

would run the presses at Marshall High School, and when I went to City 
College, I ran the presses for the collegiate newspaper. But I just think that 

it became challenging and overwhelming, the district, in the years since my 
terms of school there. And also what was interesting, Becky, is that when I 

went to school, both the elementary school teachers, junior high, and high 
school, a number of them lived in the neighborhood, which was unusual. 

They lived here in homes that they could afford at the time. Now nothing's 
affordable.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So that's not the case?  

 
LABONGE 



 
No.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
When you say it became challenging and overwhelming, what do you mean 

by that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think just the structure of the school, more there was a big issue--we 
lived in somewhat of what we call an integrated neighborhood, but all 

through the city, there was discussion whether the Valley gets on a bus and 
comes to schools here. Ultimately what happened is it was just one-way 

busing from center city schools to the Valley. And then parents left the L.A. 

Unified in the Valley, and there were many new schools, including parochial 
schools and Catholic schools or other religious schools, opened up to the 

choice of parents out there, so--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

When you and your wife were deciding on whether or not to put your kids in 
Catholic school, was that a difficult choice to make? Or can you kind of talk 

me through that decision?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I (unclear), but my wife was more the leader on this. She went to 
Catholic school the whole way. And, also, I was not home a lot or something 

like that, so we had to make sure it was the best. I would have loved to 

have my son play for Marshall High School football, you know. But he played 
at Loyola one year and was a CIF (California Interscholastic Federation) 

diver the next few years, too, so he had a good sports experience there and 
a good education there. So it was good. Also, they got some value, they 

teach values at these schools a little more than they teach you in public 
schools, so I think that was important. And he was around a bunch of good 

friends who are still his friends today, and my daughter, too.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So Marshall was not really an option?  
 

LABONGE 
 



Well, at the time, my wife and I agreed what's best for them. They would 
get more attention, smaller class size, and be able to push to--because I 

wasn't around. And I wasn't--like I said, Becky--I hope this isn't too much 
repeated in this oral history that UCLA--I wasn't the best student. I was 

pretty good in speech class, maybe, but I didn't take algebra. I didn't take 
any math in college, I think. I also was going through school at the most 

liberal time, so a lot of rules were not so of high standards so you could get 
through. I knew my kids needed to get the most attention possible, smaller 

classroom size.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So that sounds like that was an important factor.  
 

LABONGE 

 
Oh, a big thing, yeah, you know.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Okay. So, getting back to a few more questions about when you were on 

staff with John Ferraro at the 4th District there mostly in the eighties into 
the early nineties, you mentioned to me last time about how you drove him 

for seven years.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
What kinds of things would you talk about during those drives?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, we'd talk about sports a lot, and I remember you didn't speak--he 

listened to KNX (Radio), CBS Radio, and I think at twenty-five after and 
fifty-five after, you couldn't talk because the stock market report came on. I 

remember that. "Big John" liked to do the best he could investing in the 
stocks. As a businessman prior to him being a councilman, he was in the 

insurance business. We'd talk about, sometimes, sports, because he was a 
big sportsman. Not too much policy. I'd tell him what I'm doing. I'd also tell 

him if somebody called, because all of a sudden, I remember, I'd get a lot of 
calls from big-shot people, and I'd think, "God, why are they calling me?" 



Well, they knew I drove John during the day, and they also knew that they'd 
run into John somewhere and said, "Oh, yeah, Tom told me. Oh, yeah, Tom 

told me." So I would pass the--sometimes people are afraid to pass the 
information, whatever it is, or the question. I wasn't afraid. I'd just, at the 

right time, say, "John, so-and-so called and they thought about this." 
"Okay." And then he'd run into them somewhere and they'd say, "I told 

Tom." And, "Oh, yeah."  

 

So then I'd get all these calls. That really--I'd try to figure why are they 
calling me, and then I realized, because I am passing the information. I'm 

not--some people are like a gatekeeper. I just passed information if I 
thought--you know, pretty much--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Did any of those calls stand out in your mind, or that you remember?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I can't say. I mean, some were to do with the (Daryl) Gates-(Tom) Bradley 
struggle, I think. You know, things like that were in there. Some to do with 

the Olympics, because it was, at that time, at different points--and I think 
I'm crossing over both times when I was not driving John a little at that, but 

just remembering those things. But it was just the way to do the job, pass 
the information, let people know, or what the thought in the community.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were these like businesspeople?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Some businesspeople, like the top businesspeople, big cheeses. I forget 
what they call them.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And it sounds like they were trying to--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Get to the--  

 



NICOLAIDES 
 

--kind of tell--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Part of the thing was, you had to be able to tell him something about 
whatever was going on at the time. I mean, I don't say it's a hundred calls 

and I don't say it's fifty calls, but I took twenty-five to forty-nine calls that 
were of some consequence.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you want to mention any of those?  

 

LABONGE 
 

I'm just trying to think. I remember (Richard) Riordan used to call a lot 
when he was a commissioner, which is in there, and some of the lawyers 

who were involved with the life of the city, for some reason or the other.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right, right.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Not other politicians, though.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Not politicians?  

 
LABONGE 

 
No.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So these were more businesspeople?  

 
LABONGE 

 



Businesspeople, people there, some community people. That was it. But, 
again, it wasn't a hundred people, but it was probably forty or fifty over the 

course of time.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did you have the sense that that was pretty typical of how things were done 
then?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, these are calls to your office, where you were. There wasn't a cell 

phone then. So I just think it was--and then I figured out why are they 
calling me, I mean, because I'd say, "Why?" But I did at the appropriate 

time mention to John, "So-and-so called, and he wanted to express this to 

you." So I thought it was just another way of being part of a family where 
you pass the word to the big daddy.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you think Ferraro influenced your ideas on policies in any ways?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think the greatest influence I had were my parents, and I have to say 

that, credit to them in so many ways, about the history of the city. John also 
had a big family, which was important, too, on that. And John also didn't 

look for the--he was like a--he played offensive lineman, defensive lineman, 
for the USC (University of Southern California) Trojans before and after the 

war, All American, great football player, but he had a team concept, which 

was very good, so I think that was a good thing that I learned. Almost, it 
reinforced what our parents talked about, not grabbing the glory, but doing 

right. And that was one thing about John, he loved the city and its ability to 
provide in so many ways, so he wasn't just looking for glory. He was looking 

for good for the city. And I remember he used to say, "What's good for the 
district, this is very important. And what's good for the city is good for the 

district, and vice versa." So that you try to find the common good to make 
Los Angeles a better place, and that was real important. Some elected 

officials made a point of just knocking the city or something, and he always 
fought hard for the good of the whole city.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 



Policy-wise, was there anything that kind of stood out for you that you feel 
he--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I got very involved like with the--he knew the police department 

because he was a police commissioner. But I got in touch with the police 
department over my career, also with fire department, also Public Works, so 

things where I could express concerns about what we think we should do to 
improve service to the people of Los Angeles.  

 

Then there was a time when they had to redraw the boundaries and his 

district was radically changed, and he left the Wilshire area (unclear) and 
went into what is Silver Lake and Los Feliz and Hollywood Hills out to the 

Valley. And it felt real good because I lived there and was engaged there as 

a person, so I kind of was able to take the face of good, which was John 
Ferraro, to a lot of people. So I think that was nice, and I know his wife liked 

that, Mrs. Ferraro, Margaret.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yes. And I know--I think it was in the last interview you mentioned earlier 
that you felt you were more liberal than he was? Do you want to--can you 

expand on that a little bit?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, but, I mean, no, I think I was a moderate Democrat. I think he was a 
conservative Democrat. He was a sergeant-of-arms in the 1960 Democratic 

Convention in Los Angeles. He was right there next to nominee (John F.) 

Kennedy. But I'd just say that--then there was a jostle with change in the 
council. They got more liberal voices. Mr. (Zev) Yaroslavsky, who came to 

the council, a very concerned man and a voice for fiscal strength and for the 
city and all of that. So Zev is--and we all know Zev, he's special, UCLA guy. 

So he was a little after John, who was more of an 'SC guy, which there's an 
underlying rivalry, just like the same rivalry between John Ferraro and Tom 

Bradley. That's when this 'SC-USC--I'm not either one, but I have respect 
for both. It's interesting. That could be an interesting book if someone ever 

did a UCLA-'SC in the years, because there's always been conflict between 
that. I don't know if there's anybody that big now downtown. Zev was a big 

guy in the sense of his voice and what he fought for, and John Ferraro was a 
big guy in that. So we'll leave that for another day.  

 



NICOLAIDES 
 

So you're kind of suggesting that USC-UCLA rivalry kind of translated over 
into politics?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think it--politics a little, yeah. Tom Bradley, yeah, that would be--I know 

Stephen Gee--who wrote a book on (John) Parkinson, the architect--but 
Stephen's from England, he wouldn't understand, but he's looking for "Tom, 

what are some things I should write about?" That would be a thing, the 
politics between 'SC and UCLA in the city. But, I mean, it's all a little--I'm 

pro city worker, but also I'm not pro give 'em so many union benefits that it 
stops productivity for the people we serve. I don't want it ever to be that the 

people that we serve think that the public servants of Los Angeles, the public 

employees, are living better than them. That's a thing you've got to keep a 
watchful eye on.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah. And then, I mean, in the 1980s, homelessness was really becoming a 

big issue. I think a lot of that, some of that, came about under some 
pressure from the policies of Ronald Reagan, where at the federal level some 

programs were cut and that kind of thing, and the problem of homelessness 
sort of became a lot more visible and widespread, in a way.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think it was an interesting marriage. I believe that even before Mr. 

Reagan became president, but when he was governor, there was a sense to 

cut the funding for mental health in the state and mental health institutions. 
And at the same time, there was strong feeling with the American Civil 

Liberties Union (ACLU) to dismiss and free people who were mental patients 
in hospitals. I mean, that was two big marriages, one with looking at it in a 

different way. I think scholars should really investigate it to see what it is, 
because everybody blames Reagan, but I blame the ACLU just as much, 

because they said it's okay to live on the street, you're free to live on the 
street, and the city lost control of individuals. There used to be hobo 

villages, and there was Skid Row. Skid Row, skid is a piece of wooden pallet 
that is in the industrial areas, and that's where the Skid Row started. So it 

grew.  

 



I know during the '84 Olympic games, Ted Hayes was his name, who was a 
very soulful man whose daughter ultimately, I think, was in the Atlanta 

Olympics--small world--he made these little igloo villages to give a place for 
people to shelter overnight, and I know they--it's funny how you can see 

how the city changed. During the '84 Olympics, there was an old rail yard off 
of Santa Fe Avenue near 4th Street that they created a village for people to 

stay instead of sleep on the street. It's grown and grown, and also the thing 
that's grown the most is they have free options to make a decision. You 

couldn't--you've got to go into that halfway house, you've got to go into that 
care facility, whatever, they had free choices, and people choose to live 

freely. That's the biggest challenge. I rode my bike yesterday with my old 
high school coach, and we were on the river and you see maybe there's a 

hundred people living on a dirt island on the river in the off-rain season, and 
they don't want to leave because they've got it all there. So there's real 

challenges of how we deal with a different class of people called the outdoors 

people who want to live outdoors. And some don't want the--I mean, I've 
reached out a lot. I remember, once, talking to this woman, and asked her if 

I could get her help at the Good Shepherd Center, which is down on Beverly 
and Union. I'm very involved with Sister Julia Mary, who was a saint, and 

she went to heaven. And then Sister Ann, who's a big saint. She gets up at 
4:00 in the morning, drives around MacArthur Park and renders aid and 

assistance to challenged people. But a lot of people don't want to go into 
those places now because there's rules, and they could live without it 

because we've allowed them to just live on the street.  

 

So it's going to be a big challenge, because a lot of people--you know, I 
would like to change the name of "homelessness" from "homelessness" to 

"people without family or friends," because if someone from my family was 
there, it'd be very--I'd have to really close my eyes and make a giant 

mistake not to help someone who was in my family. But at the same time, I 

could understand people who have someone who's a drug addict or has 
other challenges, that they can't mess their house and life up, that there's a 

broken situation. "People without family and friends," and then try to build it 
back. I think we've got to work with the faith-based institutions and where 

there's a temple or a mosque or a church, to find limited housing for them 
off the street.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you think government has a role in trying to deal with this?  

 
LABONGE 

 



Well, I think it has a role, but I think the role has been bifurcated. I think it 
should be all up to the County of Los Angeles. The County of Los Angeles 

runs the public health department, it runs the mental health department. It's 
responsible for that. And then the city got involved. We used to have a 

health department. In 1972, I think it transferred to the county. And then 
the city got involved with this issue, primarily in the core of 5th Street down 

what they call traditional Skid Row east of Los Angeles Street, and then it 
was pushed all over. But it's very heartbreaking to see what the failure of 

the establishment of government has had on trying to keep people up from 
falling down. It's a much longer conversation than what we just had. We 

need it to be helped.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I read some reports about how that issue was showing up in the 4th District, 

and there were some difficult moments, I think. There was one story, they 
wrote about that homeless encampment that was like off Los Feliz, and it 

sounded like you were torn about how to deal with that situation? Can you 
sort of walk me--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, well, do you know what year it was?  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I think it was in maybe the late eighties where--  

 
LABONGE 

 

Oh, it was a hobo village on Los Feliz Boulevard by the pool, and there was--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Near the 5 Freeway off-ramp.  
 

LABONGE 
 

The 5 Freeway, and there was a, yeah--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Can you kind of--do you remember?  
 



LABONGE 
 

I do.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Can you sort of talk me through what happened with that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I forget the name, because they had a mayor. They had a mayor of--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

They called it the City of Lost Souls.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Souls, yeah, the City of Lost Souls. Very good. You did that research?  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah.  

 
LABONGE 

 
You're very good, Becky.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Thanks.  
 

LABONGE 
 

You're very good. Yeah, and there was a mayor of City of Lost Souls. They 
were living right out on the on-ramps and all this stuff here--and the health 

problem that it caused, and the confusion, and then it's near the park, near 
the pool and all that. We engaged to try to get them out of that area, and 

have a chance to get better. But the City of Lost Souls was a pretty famous 
place for a while. There's a lot of lost souls out there now still, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 



Do you recall--because the L.A. Times reported that you felt really torn 
about kind of letting Caltrans know about them there.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you remember that, what was going through your head?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think I was quoted on that. Was I quoted on it?  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, they talked about that.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah. I think that was interesting, too, because John--here's another thing 
about John Ferraro--he wasn't--some politicians don't want anybody's name 

in there but theirs, but John knew I was a very proactive field person, and 
people knew me and asked me questions, and I had to say the right thing so 

I don't--whatever the right thing was--and we kind of thinked (sic) a lot 
alike, so that was one thing that I remember, too. I was thinking of the 

safety of both the people who were there, and it's still there, because we 
didn't do anything about it, ultimately, where people are living in the river, 

living on the freeway off-ramp, all that challenge. It got bigger and bigger.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
It sounds like there can be efforts to clear out and then it just kind of comes 

back.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right. It's like a--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Is that sort of what you were seeing?  
 



LABONGE 
 

Right, that was basically it. Then the commitment that needs to be made 
where they have to be housed in there, and they want to--see, some guys 

don't want to hear rules, because you have no rules when you're living on 
the river, living on the off-ramp. You can smoke your cigarettes or whatever 

you do. So it was always a conflict. But that was a big thing there.  

 

And I know, another time I think I may have mentioned to you, there was a 
guy named Fitts (phonetic), was his name, and he lived--I think he was from 

Minnesota, and I made him an honorary field deputy. We had a big, large 
parcel of land off of Wilshire Boulevard, near Van Ness (Avenue), that he 

was deputized by me, like they do in those old movies, to keep it clean. And 
I said, "You can't let anybody else sleep on it, but you sleep in the back, but 

I don't want to see a bunch of trash." So it worked for a long while, you 

know, before the fire station was built like the city did there. And then I--
he's got a great personality--I called his family and they hung up right away, 

wanted nothing to do with him, which was real sad, the mental illness that's 
in there. So I know our mayor right now, Mr. (Eric) Garcetti, is trying to 

solve this thing, but you almost need a full blitz. You've got to say, "Okay, 
we've got to create these villages," which could be--there was a thing called 

the Rodger Young, and I forget the last word that they used, but Rodger 
Young Village, that's what it was. It was near where the zoo is today, and it 

was after World War II, because they were short on housing, and they 
created housing out there in a Quonset hut, which was interesting. And I 

think that's what we've got to do now for some of the--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you think that's a viable approach, like having--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, yeah, but I think they've got to--and, plus, people have got to be 

working, meaning like--I think I told the mayor, our mayor now, too, they 
want to put a center for "people without family or friends" near Griffith Park, 

like right next to it, and I said, "Well, make sure those guys can get the 
part-time jobs that are there so you start to get them back working." What 

is challenging now, when sometimes you see people who are on the street 
and the city will come out to clean up the street, and the guys will just sit 

there and do nothing instead of--they should have them cleaning it up 
themselves, work together, like the neighborhood cleanup is.  

 



NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, it's a really difficult problem.  
 

LABONGE 
 

It's a big giant--yeah, real bad.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

There was another article I read about, there was some conflict with Out of 
the Closet (Thrift Store), that store in Atwater, over code violations, which 

was in October of '91, and it just sort of made me wonder if you remember 
that. If so, do you remember like how--what were relations between 

Ferraro's office and the gay community when you were on staff?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think John always had a relationship with the gay community that 

was identified then, because it wasn't identified as it is now. A lot of people 
were--but I do know he, knew of people who happened to be gay, and--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did he have any particular thoughts about that or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think he looked at them just as people in the city, and then also he did 

welcome support from the gay community. "People are people," I think it 

was, if I can remember correctly on that. Because there were gay bars, and 
occasionally he would say something to me like, "Hey, make sure they're not 

picking on them, but make sure there is no loud noise, or parking problems," 
or something like that. So you try to work with the vice unit, which was in 

Hollywood or Northeast Division or Rampart or something.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Were you dealing with that community at all as a staffer?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think a little, in some respects there. I know working with some of their 
projects over the years, and what the good thing is now, there's been an 



advancement of relations for everybody. I think--let's see. I hike in Griffith 
Park every day, and I asked this woman and two young men, "Are you 

hiking to the Hollywood side?" And she said, "Yes, we are. My brother and 
his boyfriend, we're going that way." And I said to the guy that I hike with, I 

said, "See how the world's changed?" Someone wouldn't have said that 
twenty years ago or ten years ago, but they feel comfortable. Then, I also 

expressed how people who can't express themselves could feel so bad, so 
trying to be inclusive I think is real good. I try to look at everybody, 

nobody's better, nobody's worse than anybody that's in Los Angeles, so 
equally, in the sense of things, is their existence.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Just wrapping up with Ferraro, so--  

 

LABONGE 
 

I told you about the Olympic games, right?  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, we did talk about that.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I mean, so those were also the years before term limits, when he had quite 

a long term in office. Some people have written that term limits make it 
harder to have strong leaders who have a kind of big vision for the city and 

to implement things over the long haul. What's your feeling on that? You 
sort of saw Ferraro playing out his work, without the term limits. I mean, did 

you have any thoughts about how that just kind of played out?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think there's a lot of institutional knowledge. I think there's 
generations, when younger people came in than John, and John was there 

thirty-five years, a long time, long, long, long time. It was different, you 
know. I once asked him, "Who do you like on council?" He only mentioned 

three people that he really like-liked, so things changed. I didn't know how 



these older people dealt with each other, but they changed in how they 
looked at it.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did he tend to gravitate towards people that had been on council a longer 

time or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Nah, not unless (unclear), was Hal Bernson, who was a Valley guy, but it 
was also Gil (Gilbert) Lindsay, who was--there's only two people who've ever 

been elected from--who worked at DWP to city council. You know who they 
are?  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Who?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Gil Lindsay and Tom LaBonge. So here's the big bad DWP, and we're the 
only two guys ever to make it from there to there. But Gil was also a deputy 

for Kenny (Kenneth) Hahn, which was like deputy for God of public service. 
So it's just interesting. He also liked Nate Holden, because they kidded each 

other a lot, so--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So let's move on to the year '93 campaign for city council. That was your 

first jump into politics at that level, I guess, when you were running for the 
13th District to replace Mike Woo, who was running for mayor at that point. 

It was a really diverse district. First of all, can you tell me about--if you 
could put your mind back to that time in '93, can you tell me about how you 

came to decide to run?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, my wife and I lived in Atwater Village. We didn't have any children at 
the time, and I was encouraged by others to run. It was an open seat.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Who was encouraging you?  



 
LABONGE 

 
People who lived in the neighborhood, in the district. It was a little different 

because I'd--the boundaries had changed, and part of it was John Ferraro's 
district, but I lived in the 13th, which was old Peggy Stevenson district, old 

Mike Woo's district, in Atwater Village. And then my home was Silver Lake 
and this area here, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
You mean your--where you sort of grew up home?  

 
LABONGE 

 

Home, home, where my family--yeah, family home on Panorama Terrace. So 
I was encouraged to run, and I ran and I came in second, lost by four 

hundred votes to Jackie Goldberg, so--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And were you getting encouragement, too, from Ferraro's office?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, oh, yeah. John really much endorsed me, and we had a lot of good 
mail.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

And do you remember like how the campaign got started or sort of--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I just walked all the time, and met people. Someone told me, "The 
reason why you probably lost," there was controversy in--there was a 

meeting in Silver Lake, and my campaign manager at the time, a guy named 
Rick Taylor, who's a political consultant, said, "Don't go to that Silver Lake 

meeting at the Friendship Auditorium."  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Why did he say that?  
 



LABONGE 
 

Well, there was some--they thought I was going to get overplayed, because 
Miss Goldberg's a great graduate of Berkeley and a great voice for all causes 

and all that thing, so they thought I was going to get beat up a little, but I 
think the fact that I didn't show up, some of these people ran away from 

me.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you think that was a mistake that you didn't go?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I always like to go, but it happened. But in the end, when we bought 

back into Silver Lake from Atwater, which was lucky, it happened to be in 
the 4th District, and then I ran for the 4th later on. I mean, I may have 

already been gone from city life in the last century, and not living in this 
century. It's when Riordan got elected.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right. And when you were running in '93, was there any involvement with 

like the Democratic Party or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, but most of the--  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
--clubs or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Jackie was a great party person, not like dancing or something like that, but 

I mean political party person, and a strong voice, so I just--I got more the 
people when, you know--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So not so much the political parties?  

 
LABONGE 



 
No, because I believe it's--and also I'm a big nonpartisan, meaning I like to 

see it--it's getting too partisan now in all our politics. So it was one of those 
things where it didn't happen, but the best thing happened is life went on.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah. And I know that was such a fraught time in L.A. history, right?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right, right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

I mean, it was the year after the riot, the Rodney King riots. If you can just 
kind of put your head back at that time, did the riots figure into your 

campaign, if you recall?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I got the support of the police and fire, and Clean Streets (LA), and all 
just the basic--I was more basic, and Jackie, I think, was more policy-

driven.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So when you say basic, what kinds of things were you emphasizing?  
 

LABONGE 

 
To make sure your street is cleaned and get them paved and streetlights 

fixed, and all the basic stuff, and I think they tried to frame me just as a 
field deputy, which is a position in council that handles problems in the field. 

It was close, but I didn't make it, but it worked out. I think what the better 
thing is for the city, though, for the city, is after the Rodney King incident, is 

we had the tragic earthquake. I don't know if I've talked about that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. You did, you did talk some about that.  
 

LABONGE 
 



Yeah, I made a difference. But life went on. And I worked around Jackie 
Goldberg because I still worked for John Ferraro afterwards for a while, and 

then I--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Oh, you did after?  
 

LABONGE 
 

For a short while, like for a short while, and then I went to work for Richard 
Riordan, so that was it.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Right. Yeah, I do want to ask you about that. One of the other issues that 
came up, I was curious about in the runoff against Jackie Goldberg, she was 

talking a lot about the need for a multiethnic kind of approach and coalition 
that would--because this was a time in L.A. when there was a lot of 

diversification happening, just not only in L.A. city but L.A. County, the 
whole area, with immigration and everything. Were you thinking about that 

much? I mean, the 13th District was really diverse. I read somewhere it was 
the city's most ethnically diverse district. It had like 57 percent Latinos, 27 

or 21 percent Anglos, 19 percent Asians. Were you thinking about that 
diversity at that time? Was that like kind of--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I always was around because I went to schools here.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Sure.  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think she went to Inglewood High School when it was all Anglo. I've judged 
a lot of people when they grow up, when they grow up and where they grow 

up, what high school they go to. So my neighborhood--and this was my 
neighborhood--was pretty diverse as it worked in there. There's hardcore--I 

don't want to say leftists; it sounds like a bad term--but hardcore leftists in 
Echo Park and some of her base area that was there. I know there were 

arguments about building new schools to relieve Belmont High and 
overcrowding. Ten thousand kids could go to Belmont. Ultimately, they built 



three high schools in the Center City there at (Miguel) Contreras (Learning 
Complex) on Grand and (Edward R.) Roybal (Learning Center) on Beaudry 

(Avenue) and Contreras or, excuse me--forgive me for--I'll get the names 
right. There was one for the superintendent and there was one for the labor 

leader and one for the congressperson. I'll get those names right in a 
minute. So, I mean, that was a big issue that was going on there. She was a 

former school board member, which helped get that whole thing going.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did you--I mean, did you have a sense that--to the diversity issue? Because, 
did you see those different groups having like different needs, or was that 

something you were thinking about at the time?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Well, I don't know--see, I think the difference, too, there was a lot of--like a 

policy representative and a party person, and I did get union support, but 
not all the unions. I'm sure Jackie got all the unions because she's never met 

a union she couldn't help, and that was Jackie Goldberg in there. It was a 
close race, and life went on afterwards. Then shortly after that, we had our 

children, which was very good, '94. But like I said, the earthquake was big 
for the city. But I remember after I lost, I remember this, I remember 

talking to Richard Riordan the night before the election, and I told him I'm 
not for selling the airport, because that was one of his ideas, and I'm not for 

displacing our trash collectors, but I love our trash collectors. I remember 
telling him that on the phone. We lived on Brunswick Avenue in Atwater. But 

he won; I lost. And then, kind of real quickly, I think, just naturally, I think I 
asked John if I could try to get a job with Richard Riordan, and ultimately I 

was their director of field operations. And then I hired--I remember 

interviewing about a hundred people for like twenty jobs in the mail room 
and the constituent services over the phone, regional area representatives. I 

remember one person--I had so many interviews, one person I gave short 
shift to, and she said, "Mr. LaBonge, I think you should listen to me. I can 

make a difference," because I gave her a two-minute interview. And I was 
standing up when she said that, and I sat back down and I said, "You're 

right." And I listened to her, and she turned out to be one of the best--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Wow.  
 

LABONGE 
 



--and worked many years there, so I'm glad she challenged me on that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you remember who that was?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Sandra Torres was her name, yeah, and I still know her, so very special.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

That's interesting.  
 

LABONGE 

 
It was great. And then Janice Hahn I interviewed, but I didn't give her a job, 

and she says, "Why didn't you give me a job?" I love Janice Hahn. I mean, 
she's a congresswoman and a councilwoman and a senator. But, I don't 

know, yeah, I can't remember specifically, but I know she's still mad at me 
because I didn't hire her.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So she was trying to get hired into Riordan's--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, right then, to Riordan's administration. And then after about two years 

of being the head of field, they made me special assistant to the mayor, 

which all I did is basically represent the mayor at community events 
throughout the city every day of the week, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Okay. Yeah, I definitely want to ask you about that. So just to back up a 

little bit, how did you first connect with Riordan?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I don't think Riordan would have got elected to mayor unless he was a 
park commissioner, because a park commissioner goes out to every park in 

the city, and he's got to be--or she's got to be--aware and not afraid of 
whatever it is out there. Because Riordan was a park commissioner for many 



years for Mr. Bradley, he knew the city. And he knew, because I was John's 
guy, he was one of the guys who used to call me when he wanted to talk 

with John. So that was that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

How did you feel he did as a park commissioner?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think he did good, because I remember this one time they wanted to put a 
waterpark in Griffith Park, and I felt that we needed sports fields, and he 

agreed with me. And then he also came up with the idea that we name the 
fields after John Ferraro when we get them done, and we did the John 

Ferraro sports fields complexes out there. It's all soccer fields, but it's a 

beautiful complex. So it was good, and I worked on other things with him. I 
know the land for North Hollywood police station was on park land, and we 

swapped it, and I was intricately involved with that. And then we swapped it 
and identified the old police station, which is now part L.A. Unified School 

District and park community park and senior center on Lankershim. There 
was a lot of things I was able to do working with people with knowledge 

along that line. That was more with Ferraro than Mr. Riordan, but Mr. 
Ferraro.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And I know I--let's see. I've read Ferraro was a pretty strong ally, too, of 

Richard Riordan.  
 

LABONGE 

 
Yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I mean, did you sense that when you were--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Oh, yeah, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you know anything about like how that connection came about or--  



 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think they think alike. Riordan was a Republican, but John was a 

Democrat, but a very moderate Democrat, if you will, as I think I said, 
whatever I said earlier, and he was a--Riordan was downtown, had The 

Pantry. You know how he got The Pantry? He was there eating. He was a 
lawyer on Figueroa, and he was eating there, and the waiter, who was 

always yelling, crusty old guy, came up and said, "Hey, Bub, if you want to 
read," because he was eating and reading the Times, "go up to 5th and 

Flower. That's where the Central Library is. If not, move on."  

 

And Riordan likes when people--he loves like when people make fun of him. 
Mr. Riordan is a happy-go-lucky guy who's had great challenges and great, 

sad things happen in his life. His brother was killed in a landslide in 

Mandeville Canyon, and other things. But anyway, he laughed that off and 
he bought The Pantry. And then there were other things that took place. 

Just, I think, the friendship of being kind of the same age, guys who like 
each other, which is good.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So I found it interesting when you told me about that phone conversation 

you had with Riordan right before the '93 election--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Election, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
--when you spoke your mind and said, "I don't agree with how you want to 

privatize the airport."  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right, right. You get rid of the trash men, privatize them.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. Did you have a kind of a strong opinion about Riordan, like before you 
decided to join his staff?  

 



LABONGE 
 

Well, I think because he was Irish American, I think that's something, and 
he knew some of the people I knew in circles or--and then, you know--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
In like Irish Catholic circles or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Irish Catholic, yeah, like that, like that, yeah. But he was a Princeton guy or 

something, so I was way away from that. I'm a Cal State L.A. guy, so--and 
that's another thing, too, he was big on all that East Coast stuff, a little 

different. But I was big on people, and one thing I did for Mayor Riordan, 

which Robin Kramer was his deputy mayor, and they came up with a 
program that I kind of developed, but it's called City At Work. Robin truly 

wanted the mayor to learn about more of the operation of the city, not the 
operation of the financial office or operation of the city administrative office 

or the city attorney's office, but the city. They'd come up with a, every 
week, like a City At Work program where I'd drive the--I wouldn't drive the 

mayor--I'd meet the mayor at the shops where all the fire trucks get built. 
I'd meet the mayor and take him down in the L.A. River underneath the 6th 

Street Bridge, and I remember these homeless people living down there. We 
were in a large stretch of the river, and, all of a sudden, I watch Richard 

Riordan walk halfway up the banks into a storm drain hole where there was 
a woman living, and he's trying to convince her to get help, and he would 

give her help to get out of there, but she didn't want to move. She didn't 
know who this guy was, that he happened to be the mayor of Los Angeles, 

not the man on the moon. But it was interesting to see away from the 

cameras--there were no cameras whenever we went someplace. We would 
pave streets, trim trees, everything the city did. It was as Robin Kramer 

said, "Come up with a list."  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So she told this to you?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, then I came up with a list. But it was her idea, the City At Work, to 
make him more familiar with the city, because he was a lawyer, a big-shot 

venture capitalist, downtown guy.  
 



NICOLAIDES 
 

So this was geared to him--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Correct.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

--to the mayor.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right. And because I had a familiarity, we picked up trash together. He'd be 

on the back of a truck, and the leaders of whatever the truck out of the 
sanitation yard would ride down the street with the mayor and he'd pick up 

the garbage, maybe--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And they knew he was the mayor?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Oh, yeah, yeah, but the people didn't, and then he would kind of sometimes 
have a gag with people, which was fun. "Well, look who's here." You know, 

it's like, I don't know, Undercover Boss. That'd be interesting--I should call 
one of those Hollywood guys, you know, be a--  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Undercover Mayor.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, Undercover Mayor. Yeah, Undercover Trash Collector.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What other kinds of things--  
 

LABONGE 
 



Tree trimming. He loved the libraries, he loved the libraries, he loved 
reading. But anything the public works department did, fire department, 

police department, anything that was physically out there, he did.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So he'd sort of go in and you would do it with him, too, or sort of do some of 
that job?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, I'd do it with him, but be behind, or I'd grab pictures of the time. I 

would maybe know somebody, or pick a yard that I knew the people in it, 
because of my work, but also sometimes it had to do with where his next 

appointment was. Where some mayors had twenty-five things to do a day, 

Mr. Riordan maybe was very focused on what his business as the mayor 
was, but he didn't run all over the place, where you could say Antonio 

Villaraigosa ran all over the place because that was Antonio. (James) Hahn 
kept our city together. Mr. (Eric) Garcetti has a mixture of both. Mr. Bradley 

was the best of all of them.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

In what sense, do you think?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think bringing the city from where we were to where it ended. It was tragic 
at the end, very tragic, with the riots, but I don't blame that on him. It's a 

lot of other factors, I believe. But it was the transformation of the city where 

people felt included in the city, and diversity you mentioned. And Mayor 
Bradley had to get elected by the whole city, not just one end of the city, so 

he knew how to help people.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I'm fascinated by this City At Work thing. I'm going to ask you about that 
again, but I wanted to ask you, too, can you kind of walk me through your 

decision to join Riordan's staff? What made you want to--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think I was with John sixteen years. That's a long time, and maybe 
that was one thing. And then, also, I kind of saw that other people who 



worked in the city worked for one councilperson then worked for another. I 
was with John such a long time, who was a great guy, but I thought I should 

change. I lost that election, I don't want to go back to doing the same thing 
I was doing before, so it all worked out.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And the fact that Riordan was a Republican, was that an issue for you at all?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, not for me too much because it was really nonpartisan, in a way. I 

remember even when he was--in 1994, I think, before the earthquake, I 
think there was a statewide election. Kathleen Brown was running for 

governor. So that day, the President of the United States, Bill Clinton--I 

think I got all these dates right, but we'll check them out--was coming to 
city hall. Riordan wouldn't be there for the rally, but he gave the president 

his office. I gave the Secret Service agent the key to the backdoor of the 
mayor's office so he didn't have to walk all the way around. That upset the 

mayor's secretary for some reason, but I thought this guy's Secret Service, 
you know, let him--instead of going from the steps of city hall to the 

backdoor of the mayor's office, like from your index finger to your thumb--
from the steps of city hall on 1st Street to the front of the mayor's office is 

like from your thumb high above your head to your toe way out in front of 
you. I mean, it's just so much further. Anyway, that day, it was a busy day. 

It was in November, before the election, and so I remember this is like the 
day before, but he had the key for two days, because the site guy for the 

FBI or Secret Service--excuse me--has got to be there at 5:00 in the 
morning to make sure everything's right. So anyway, there's a high school 

football game, Marshall, my high school, against Lincoln. Homecoming, and 

I'm there with Mike Haynes. Mike Haynes is a member of the Pro Football 
Hall of Fame, great football player for New England and for the Los Angeles 

Raiders, for the Patriots and the Raiders, and he also once played golf with 
President Clinton. So, long story short, we watched the game. I say to Mike, 

"Hey, Mike, you want to go meet the president again?" "No, no. I've got to 
go see my mom," because he did live in L.A. He lives in San Diego now. And 

so I said, "All right."  

 

I go down to city hall. I get right in front of the motorcade by a block, 
because they're coming this way and I get ahead of them. I park in my spot, 

not in my regular spot, but in another building, and I take my big camera 
bag, which I think had two or three cameras and lenses, and I go to the 

mayor's office, and the Secret Service guy sees me. "Go in, Tom. Go in." I'm 



on the wall. I wasn't necessarily invited, but I went in there to capture the 
historic moment of President Clinton, Kathleen Brown Rice, candidate, who 

Governor Brown, "Listen to this, Jerry. Your daddy told me that Kathleen's 
much better, and she should be governor." This is like in the early eighties; I 

was at someplace and I got to talk to Pat brown. "And I love you, too, Jerry 
Brown, but your daddy wanted Kathleen." And she should have been 

governor. She's a great person. So there's a mayor's big conference room, 
and in there, like I said, is the president and the candidate, Kathleen Brown, 

Dianne Feinstein, (Barbara) Boxer, and like eighteen people only, and that's 
a big room. And I just sat around, took pictures, stood around from the 

background. Finally, after about twenty minutes, Clinton and Feinstein or 
Boxer ran out of things to say to each other and they move away from each 

other. I walk up to President Clinton and I introduce myself and say hello 
and tell him, "Mike Haynes said hello. He would have come, but he wanted 

to go see his mom." And he said, "He did the right thing." This is Clinton 

saying that.  

 

Then he turned to his buddy who he was with and explained, as if he was on 
ESPN, what kind of football player Mike Haynes was, how he could run faster 

backwards than forwards and jump and do all the things, again, which was 
so amazing. And then I did have, because I did photography, some of my 

pictures hanging on the wall outside, and because there was time, people 
were done talking, I took him along and pointed out the pictures and all that 

stuff. And then they went outside to the rally and they did the rally, and 
then once the rally's over, they go out a different direction into the 

motorcade and were gone. But, god, why did I want to tell you that story, 
other than it was nice how Clinton told him that Mike did the right thing by 

going to see his mom?  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Well, and he's a Democrat, Riordan's a Republican.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah. Thank you very much, Becky. That's why you're the 

champ. I showed him a note that Riordan left for him that was on the desk 
where the police security officer sits, just "Sorry I couldn't be here, but you 

know politics," because he's Republican-Democrat. So I remember doing 
that, taking a picture, I think, of him, the president, holding a note or 

something like that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 



 
Why wasn't Riordan there to (unclear)?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Because he was a Republican and he didn't want to endorse--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Oh, so it wouldn't--for optics, kind of.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Kathleen Brown. Yeah, for optics. But he gave him all the spot, his room and 

all that stuff. And the only reason I got the benefit as I happened to fall into 

it is I gave the key to the site manager, Secret Service guy, to make his life 
easier, and so--and this is long before 9/11 and all the pre-checks they 

probably do now when you do that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What'd you think of Clinton?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I thought it was impressive that he broke down my buddy Mike 
Haynes, how to play football. I also thought, in subsequent years when I'd 

run into him, he's a pretty smart, personable guy. So I wish his wife, Hillary, 
learned some of those political skills, because I think sometimes she was a 

little arrogant on the trail and distanced from people and said, "Hey!" 

pointing like that instead of hugging and shaking hands, but anyway, that's 
history.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So let's see. Can you tell me, when you--let me just make sure I got my 

notes right. Okay. So, you said for the first couple of years, you were chief 
of field operations, right? Or is that right?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Director of field operations for--  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
Director of field operations.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, yeah, yeah, I think that's what it was.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Can you describe that work a little bit more or just tell me what you were 

doing?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, there were, I believe, seven deputies, field deputies, for Mayor 

Riordan, which I selected, which had approval from someone else in the 
mayor's office to make sure it was the right person. I think we just hired 

them to be the eyes and ears for the area, to not overshadow a 
councilperson, because I came from a councilperson office, and there's 

nothing worse when there's a councilperson to have somebody in their 
district from the mayor's office acting like they're the big cheese, because 

councilpeople are the big cheese in their districts. I kind of trained them in 
all that stuff.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What kind of qualities did you feel were important?  

 
LABONGE 

 

If they had the skills to listen and help people, that they were physically in 
appearance of health, get-go, because they've got to cover multiple events. 

They're going to go to five or seven things a day, sometimes, if that's what's 
called for to cover for the mayor. And that they really cared about people 

was a big thing and understood--I'd teach them about a message that they 
had to bring from the mayor, with sincerity of that, which was real 

important. And that was good, so it was good. But then they had me do the 
other job for the last five years.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So the first couple years, you were kind of supervising--  

 
LABONGE 



 
Supervising, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--the people that were--  

 
LABONGE 

 
And representing, too, but--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And representing, going to--  

 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah. San Pedro to Chatsworth, from the Chatsworth Chamber of Commerce 
to a new fishing pier for children in San Pedro at--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What sort of events would that have been?  

 
LABONGE 

 
They were invitations that the mayor got that he couldn't go. Some of them 

were standard formal invitations, but any time they did something in the 
parks department, "Mayor Richard Riordan and councilmember invites you to 

attend." So that was covered for the mayor.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So that was still when you were director of field operations then?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Kind of being a surrogate, it sounds like, a little bit.  

 
LABONGE 



 
Right. Exactly, exactly.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Okay. So this sounds like this kind of on-the-ground showing up at events, 

not--were you involved in any kind of policy discussions about things?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Not too much, just to bring the flag of Los Angeles and Mayor Riordan. I do 
know when we had the earthquake on February 9th--I'm trying to think--

February 9th was 1971, so this was the one in January in 1994--we worked 
like fifty-eight days straight, Saturday and Sunday. And as I may have said 

earlier, it was a godsend, although a tragedy, that this earthquake 

happened, because it brought Los Angeles back together again. The city 
forces worked very hard. Water and Power had power back on in three days, 

three days.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What were you doing in the midst of all of that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I was going where I was needed, like people were--there's a whole 
population of--and I'll tell you the truth, I wish I had took notes back then 

because this is--  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah, you mentioned.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right. But I remember going--Clinton came out from Washington--I don't 

know if I told you this--in the airport, and he said, "This is the hottest day in 
my life. I went from like twenty below zero in Washington," because it was 

winter, and then how hot it was out here. I remember Dee Dee Myers, who 
worked for Tom Bradley--from the Burbank Airport, I rode in the White 

House press van to where the freeway was dropped out on the 118 in the 
Valley, Highway 118, Simi Valley Freeway, I think, and Balboa Boulevard. I 

remember she had to tell me, "Tom, you can't ride in the White House van 
anymore." So I hitchhiked back to the Burbank Airport from that event.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So you took them out there to show--  

 
LABONGE 

 
No, no. I jumped in their van.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Oh, okay.  

 
LABONGE 

 

And they knew where they were going. They know where they're going. 
They're the President of the United States. But I took a ride with them, but 

then they were going someplace else, so it was my mistake to be in the van, 
but that's--I thought I'd get there faster. But I did get some great pictures 

of the president and the mayor and others in the walk. But that was a big 
thing, the earthquake. Then, also, keeping the team up that I worked, 

because we had to be out there, because there were so many people who 
were from other countries, whose property in other countries, if they were 

there, would be damaged beyond relief, so they couldn't believe people were 
going back into their homes. They were sleeping in parks. You had to coax 

them back into their homes, because they were not damaged. Not 
everything was damaged.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

So were you involved with that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Oh, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Trying to just get people to go--because of all the aftershocks and things?  
 

LABONGE 
 



Aftershocks. Whatever help they could use. Or if they had debris in their 
house, put it in their street and the city would come by and scoop it up, no 

questions asked, no--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Were there any other memories from that that stand out in your mind?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I remember one of the staff people, because we were passing out batteries 
to people, accidentally reached in the hand of the cardinal, in his pocket. You 

know, for some reason, they were looking for a lamp, and I remember that 
was in a North Hollywood park. That's one thing that kind of stood out. 

(unclear) make any sense, but you remember those kind of things. And how 

many of the ethnic people who were new here just did not believe that these 
buildings stood up.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were these like people from Mexico, you think?  

 
LABONGE 

 
And Guatemala and Honduras and anywhere else that--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And what do you remember of that?  

 

LABONGE 
 

They didn't want to move from where they were, and they could have gone 
back to their homes, but they weren't sure, so it took a little coaxing. I 

remember the great work, though, of the Salvation Army and how they just 
came out and selflessly helped in any which way that they can. And other 

volunteers, but especially the Salvation Army.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Where were people camping out?  
 

LABONGE 
 



All the parks, every park everywhere. Everywhere they could, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Interesting. And then I know you said that that earthquake was a godsend in 
a way because it brought the city together after the 1992 upheaval, and do 

you think that that lasted, that sense of unity or, I mean, how--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think there were a lot of people who really believe in Los Angeles. We 
represented the Wilshire District, and people were leaving Wilshire, the old 

classic homes of Wilshire and Windsor Square, Hancock Park, Larchmont. 
They were leaving because they had this terrible riot which was right there 

at their doorstep. So, consequently, I think the earthquake, when they saw 

the city get back together, when the call--the need to help made people 
recommit to Los Angeles.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you know individuals who kind of had that change of heart?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, I think a lot of people in the 4th District did, which I ultimately 

represented, because there was just some big question. When they saw the 
National Guard at Crenshaw and Wilshire, it just was a blow-mind. This is 

during the riots, not the earthquake, when you'd see the Korean 
businessmen with their big guns in their waistband or automatic rifles from 

their rooftop. It was a different world. I remember being in Larchmont going 

up on top of the 321 Building, which was the Larchmont Medical Building, 
which is like nine stories high, and I felt I was in Beirut because you looked 

out and you saw all the smoke. This is now the tragic riot that took place, 
but we already talked about that. So anyway, getting back to the mayor's 

staff or all that stuff, they were pretty disciplined on the message, what they 
wanted out there, how he wanted to work, so the staff was very good. When 

I left the position of director of field operations to special assistant, I 
remember asking--I'll just tell you this because it's probably something--I 

just wanted to know is it a promotion or--because I wasn't about the money 
but it was--I just wanted to know if they thought enough of me. But the 

person there said, "No, it's a slide-over.". It didn't matter, because in the 
end, I won, helping people, but I just thought that was an administrative 

thing I remember. I remember where I was sitting when I asked that 
question, on the third floor, because I just wanted to know if they really 



wanted me or they weren't trying to do me a favor or something, that's all, 
because I wasn't part--in Riordan's office, there was an upper echelon of 

Princeton people or smart people or the guy who was his deputy mayor, and 
they were messing with the fire department, trying to cut the budget for the 

fire department, and I told him, "You shouldn't mess with the fire 
department. You know, they need all they got and more."  

 

I remember when he ultimately had to leave, he turned to me, and there 

was some expletives deleted, not harsh towards me or anything, but he 
said, "I should have listened to you, Tom, and not trucked with the fire 

department." Now you know a "truck," you change the letter there, okay. 
Okay.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

So were you expressing that view even in the middle of all those conflicts 
around that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, to some of the people, but I don't think to the--I don't remember. 

There was always a different group of chiefs of staff for a period of time on 
that. Then, even towards the end, then I got to Water and Power, which was 

different, because that was a long period of time. It was eight years, you 
know. And the best thing, too, though, is you're able to help people and you 

meet people, and the best thing I did is that I met this woman who Richard 
Riordan knew named Pam Mullin. There was a quilt made in 1919 that a 

Japanese collector found, and it was for the Red Cross, and it was Santa 
Monica Boulevard School. Pam Mullin was this great angel and she was a 

friend of Mr. Riordan's, so one day, I'm giving her a ride because she had to 

go back to Claremont because she left her car there--she had a business 
meeting there, and she needed a ride. I remember picking her up 

downtown, because she was a friend of Riordan's, and I knew her, too. She 
was a friend of mine, really, in a way, because she was Irish, and all that 

stuff. You know how you just make friends with people, that's all.  

 

So we're driving out to Pomona Colleges and we're on the Kellogg Hill, and I 
ask her about helping this school out, because she's got a lot of heart and 

she has some extra money that we all don't have. It was like $25,000 or 
something like that, to get these kids from Santa Monica Boulevard School 

to Washington (D.C.) to the National Red Cross to see the quilt that the 
school made in 1919, and whatever. So we're driving up Kellogg Hill, which 



is a steep hill towards the east of the San Gabriel Valley, and I--they just 
had cell phones then on cars, but it was mostly speaker. So I remember 

calling the principal at the school, Miss Kurchen (phonetic), and asked her 
about the project and how much money she needed, and she gave such a 

sorrowful report that made Pam Mullin feel touched about how much the 
kids wanted to go, but they can't, that she hit me as I was driving and said, 

"Call back. Call back." So I told the principal, "I'll call you right back. I'm on 
the freeway." And she said she'd do it, and she spent $25,000 to fly kids 

from that school to Washington. It was wonderful. It was a wonderful act of 
greatness. And also she's the same person who I called in 2001 when I got 

elected, because DWP (Department of Water and Power) ran the parade and 
the float on the Rose Parade, and I called DWP, said, "Who's on the float?" 

And they picked some school. I said, "Well, make them next year. We're 
going to get the guys from 9/11." And this same angel, Pam Mullin, brought 

two New York City firefighters, two New York City police officers, a Port 

Authority officer, and a Marine. It was a seven-mile standing ovation on all 
that. So, I mean, that's a thing too. You met people--you were around--and 

talking about Riordan time, I coordinated his bike rides, and so you'd meet 
Eli Broad and a lot of those big-cheeses there. But you celebrate the city. 

That was the fun thing. When you're from the mayor's office, everybody 
knows what the mayor does. You're the leader of the city. They don't know 

what an alderman does or a councilman does or a controller does or even an 
attorney does. They know what a mayor does. So working for the mayor's 

office was a lot of fun, and you're able to help people.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

It sounds like Pam Mullin really made an impression on you.  
 

LABONGE 

 
Yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were there other people that you encountered when you were on Riordan's 

staff that you felt similar--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Nobody like Pam Mullin, because Pam Mullin met my mother, who was Irish 
Woman of the Year, and bought us all lunch at the Union Station. And see 

how things go? I got an email just the other day I just want to show you 



from Pam Mullin, who I haven't talked to in a long time, because she lost her 
daughter and she was very sad.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Okay. So--okay. Just--so you described how the move to special--what was 

the--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Special assistant.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

It was kind of a lateral move?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I mean, how did you feel about that at the time?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I thought--I think that what they wanted to do was to try to get some 

more diverse blood in the job that I had, so there were enough people there 
who had the skills to take over what the mayor's office wanted. On the other 

hand, too, Mr. Riordan didn't go everywhere and I was not afraid of going 

everywhere, I liked to go everywhere in the city, all over, so that's--it all 
was a kind of a win-win. But I just wanted to know--I think it was more 

their--they couldn't say it was a promotion. I don't know why.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

How'd you feel about that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, at first, first, I'm always glad to have a job, but, truthfully, I felt bad. 
You know, I remember sitting there on the third floor looking, and they said 

it's kind of like (unclear), it's just a slide-over, and I think, "All right." But in 
the end, I won. I mean, I got to serve the city at its highest point as a 



councilperson, but I just thought that was odd, so--instead of just make 
everybody feel like a king or queen when they're transitioning.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And I think in that position, I read in some interview that you mentioned 

that Mayor Riordan called you his alter ego.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, he did. I mean, he did, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What did you mean by that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think what he meant by it, he was always--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Or I mean what did he mean--what did you think he meant?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I thought it was a nice thank you from him, because that means he 

heard from people that "LaBonge was there singing your praises." When I 
taught the field staff, I always said to them, "The first thing you say is, 

'Greetings from Mayor Richard Riordan.' And then you talk about, 'On behalf 

of Mayor Richard Riordan, I want to salute the Benedikt Taschen 
Organization,' or whatever it is." I didn't want to say Benedict Canyon, but 

that's another story.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Okay.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Anyway, "I salute the San Pedro Neighborhood Association," or whatever it 
is, "signed by Mayor Richard J. Riordan." So you've got to mention his name 

three times, because I've seen people give certificates that don't even 
mention the elected's name, so I always felt that was an important aspect. 



But when I saw the mayor a year ago, see, he actually said--because he 
didn't--I wasn't in his super circle, which is okay, but he realized what I did 

for him, I think, which is so important for anybody who works for an elected 
to carry a message of brightness and what his programs are in a brief way, 

not in a complicated, dull way. So it was good to hear that. I remember 
when I was a councilman, my colleagues sometimes would get upset that I 

would be as a councilman in their district, but I had relationships all over the 
city, so it was like going home to see people and places, San Pedro or Venice 

or in the Valley or somewhere or on the east side, because I've been there 
before.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And this was through the Riordan work?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Through the Riordan and the Ferraro, because John was a big citywide guy. 
You know, he went citywide as a leader, so it all worked out. I think I had 

one of the best careers of anybody of my era, being able to serve and enjoy, 
have fun, have family stay together, and all the other good things that come 

from it. I don't know if anybody took it to the advantage that I did of making 
joy at the same time of doing good work for people.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah, interesting. That program you mentioned before, the City At Work, so 

was that your idea or the other person that you mentioned, her idea?  
 

LABONGE 

 
I think it was more Robin Kramer's idea, because she saw the challenge Mr. 

Riordan may have had because he was an outsider instead of an insider. 
Remember, Mr. Bradley was a police officer, councilman, mayor. He was like 

all-city. So this was good for the mayor.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

When did that start, do you remember?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Oh, I think after the first six months or more, I think.  
 



NICOLAIDES 
 

And do you remember how long it went on or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, it went as long as I was--like, for the first three years, I think.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

For about three years?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I think so.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And were there any other--I'm really intrigued by that, but were there any 

other memories of that that stand out in your mind?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, the river one, which I mentioned in there. I also remember taking him 
to the top of a mountain in--I think one of the problems with Mr. Riordan, he 

was very focused on jobs, jobs, jobs, which is important, but there's certain 
things you've got to do as a mayor when the opportunity happens. The old 

freight yard called the Cornfields, down between Broadway and Spring 
Street, was up for discussion, and I wanted him to say, "Let's make it a 

park," but he wanted to make it a tilt-up, warehouses or something, jobs, 

jobs, jobs. And we disagreed, but I took him up to the mountain in Elysian 
Park where he could look down and hopefully he would envision that. It 

probably would have been one of the most memorable things that people 
would remember, had he been the champion of that. So it wasn't his thing.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And then what happened? I mean, so you--  

 
LABONGE 

 
He chose not to do it.  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
So did you go up, and were you trying to push your idea on that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, I pushed that idea, and others. I mean, also, I remember in 1988, I 

was working with John Ferraro, but I remember being in Mayor Bradley's 
office, conference room, when they had the first Friends of the River meeting 

and other stuff. So there were things that I always had relationships--I 
remember in '92, I think, I led the effort--I think it was '92, before the riots, 

I think--I led the effort to get Proposition A passed--I'll give you the date 
better next time; it may have been '94--for county bonds, which they never 

did for parks. I coached John Ferraro, and he was very good, and a fellow 
named Ron Deaton, who was the legislative analyst, was very good, and 

John went up and challenged the county. "You've got to help the zoo, you've 

got to help the park, or we're not going to help you." And they did, so that 
was important, to be in that kind of aspect of politics and the policy and 

trying to raise funds for the parks.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. Sounds like the parks were an ongoing kind of concern of yours.  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think everything, it goes back to when I was child--before the freeway, I 
was telling you stories--and all that stuff. So it felt real good you could fight 

for that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Was it hard for you when you disagreed with Riordan to still be his alter ego?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, yeah, but, I mean, I don't--you know--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What was that like for you when you knew you were disagreeing with him on 

certain issues? Also with another big one, which was the privatization, which 
was a priority of his--how did you kind of deal with that?  

 
LABONGE 



 
Well, I think that one thing, too, the City At Work program and the 

earthquake, he saw how the city operated. It did function very well. It 
responded and helped people. So I just felt good. I don't think I had to do 

too much. I think his philosophy was a little more hardcore Republican and 
all that than mine was, obviously, but when he saw the real work of the 

people, I think it was natural to say, "Okay. Why fight this, something that's 
working?" I think sometimes they like to make fun of city workers, but trying 

to dissuade that with him meeting real people doing real good work.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you think it had an effect on him?  
 

LABONGE 

 
I think so, I do. I think, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Any other memories of that that stand out in your mind?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I remember it was an easier position for me to represent the mayor, 

Mr. Riordan, than to deal with the mayor's office or all of that other politics 
of a mayor's office, so I kind of had the best job, I think, just going out and 

doing what's there.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
I also wanted to--  

 
LABONGE 

 
And there was Bella, who worked as the mayor's secretary, who always 

would make the certificates for me.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What was her last name?  
 

LABONGE 
 



Cabulon (phonetic). But she was great, and a few others. I'll get you their 
names for the record next time. But that was nice, because you go, and 

you're going somewhere and you were able to--see, if you have a 
proclamation, it's the old line--I told this to Janice Hahn--it's the key to the 

microphone. It's an old gag, because if you have a microphone, then you 
can make a message of greetings to people, so that was the thing.  

 

And during that time, too, which was very important, Johnny Grant, who 

was the mayor of Hollywood, honorary mayor, was very helpful, and he liked 
me, he liked John Ferraro. He used to call me. I helped him on the code 

problems that they had of a building, Max Factor, which later became a 
museum. He would let me speak, even though I wasn't elected. He let me 

speak at the Hollywood Star events or something. Then he'd put two fingers, 
like right by my shoulder bone, up there when I should stop talking, but he 

gave me the shot, so that's it. It was very good.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I want to ask you--you mentioned before--I think maybe even when we 

were talking about the riots, about the broken-window concept.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Correct.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I know Riordan was a big proponent of that.  
 

LABONGE 

 
Yeah, James Q. Wilson.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
When did you become familiar with that whole idea?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I was on the bus. I was coaching the LAPD football team. We were coming 

back from Arizona. We were on the 10 Freeway and--forgive me for not 
knowing how to spell his name--Captain Joe De Ladurantey, who was a 

Wilshire area captain, and the general manager of the team--this is an extra, 



wasn't regular--he started talking about broken windows, and I believe, for 
the moment, I heard it, how important it is. I saw it today, today when I 

was, you know, why aren't these streets clean.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you remember when that was when you were coming--  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think, 1980s. Whenever it came out.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

In the eighties?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think '83 or '84.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So you knew about this?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Whenever the story first came out, yeah, and I incorporated it into my work 

as a field deputy for John Ferraro, and later is when I did--I talked about it, 
too, when I ran against Goldberg.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

You did?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Can you describe what that concept is, in your mind?  
 

LABONGE 
 



In my mind, it is if you are in a neighborhood and there's a broken window, 
there'll probably be trash on the street and graffiti on the wall, so don't 

break any windows and keep it up and you'll live in a better neighborhood, 
which is better for all. So that's what I felt it was. They used--they just 

recently, they've kind of expanded. I think broken windows is every time--
there's another word for this. Like if you jaywalk and they give you a ticket 

and you don't pay for the ticket, then they have you in the system, so the 
next time you do something wrong, they could haul you in. Well, that's not 

broken windows. Broken windows is the physical aspect of a community 
between property line and property line, from the curb through the street 

and beyond. So people are confused by it, but I think it's a very good thing, 
anything needs updating, so I would welcome social scientists like James Q. 

Wilson or others to look at that. But I truly believe in a neighborhood, 
wherever it is, when it's organized, people feel safer and better, period.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

One of the criticisms of that theory that has kind of come up is--because I 
think part of what that also calls for is if someone is breaking the window or 

there's vandalism or drinking or whatever, that they should be arrested for 
these more minor kind of--well, I guess some would call them minor 

infractions. Maybe you would have a different opinion about that. But what 
some scholars--I know historians have been writing about this, too--who are 

writing about the criminal justice system, and they've criticized this 
approach for contributing to this whole phenomenon of mass incarceration, 

because that ended up putting a lot of people in the prisons or jails for these 
more minor infractions, and a lot of times those people would be people of 

color, and so it kind of contributed to this shift in the whole criminal justice 
system. I don't know if you thought about that or heard those criticisms or 

had any thoughts about that.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, yeah, I've heard a little of that, but, I mean, I look at it from the 

physical aspect of the street on that, and then also the other side, too, fear 
that it puts in people by people who may break into--there's all these 

doorbell--right now, this is current, 2019--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Nineteen.  
 

LABONGE 
 



--like in Fullerton, the doorbell burglars. There are people now, they have 
doorbells that do video when you push the button, and then there's people 

who are shaking them and they say, "Well, it's just--." I don't know. You've 
got to draw the line on something, but I'd rather see somebody in a work 

program than in a cell, meaning they've got to do community service right 
now. Don't wait, you know. Just sign up for--if it's a physical crime, you've 

got to go to San Quentin or wherever--but some of the more petty crimes, I 
could agree with that if they would do community cleanup.  

 

But now a lot of times people will say, "I'll go to jail instead of doing 

community cleanup," and there's no room in jail, so they won't do neither. 
So I believe in work release because there's a lot of work that we need 

done.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Okay. And then--let's see. So you left Riordan's staff in 1999, correct?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right. It was--and did I tell you the story? I don't know.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah. Last time, you did describe--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Did I tell you about Zev?  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

--how you--  
 

LABONGE 
 

And Zev?  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yes, and--  
 

LABONGE 



 
Yeah, yeah, and the Hail Marys?  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--your worry about the salary level. So you talked about why or how you got 

that, the DWP job. I guess, actually before I ask you that, let me just ask 
you, what do you think you learned from Richard Riordan?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think basics. He had like a five-point plan of the city. He didn't have fifty-

five plans for the city. That was a very good thing to focus on that. I also 
learned, too, that here's a guy who had compassion for people, he was real 

in that sense. And that was impressive to see that there. I think he knew 

what I did, but also I think he was a Princeton guy. I think he's a Princeton 
guy.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah, he was.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, and so, like I say, I wasn't in his social class, that where John Ferraro 

was an 'SC guy but also an L.A. guy. John was more--I felt more in sync 
with him than Richard--was a little Brentwood-ish. But that's all right. I'm 

just saying that. I still love him.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
This is a kind of a tough question, in a way, but I'm going to ask you. How 

do you think you would assess Riordan as mayor of L.A.?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think it was fortunate, but tragedy, that the earthquake came, 
because I think he was going to try to change everything. I also think that 

there was a very strong coalition on the city council that was, from a political 
standpoint, very concerned about his thinking: Mark Ridley-Thomas, Mike 

Hernandez, and Jackie Goldberg. And I think his thing would have been all 
different had I won, because I'm not like Jackie. Jackie was a very 

progressive--long before "progressive" as a word now--voice and not afraid 
to say whatever she thought was said to be said. So I think that was one of 



the things that brought maybe Riordan more to the table to alter a little 
some of his hardcore feelings. I never liked it when he criticized city workers 

because I think city workers are only as good as the support they get from 
the managers of the city, the importance of what they do. So I think that 

was a big thing. But then I think the biggest thing was the earthquake and 
seeing how the city responded, and it came back, "There's love. Let's 

rebuild." I think his struggle to try to run the school district also was futile, 
because of the political fight. Again, that brought about the charter 

movement, where we are today, because they couldn't break up the district, 
so they created all these charters, so it becomes a different issue all the way 

around. I think it's up to the parents, to give them a choice for many 
schools. Whatever they choose, it's okay. Like, we chose Catholic schools. 

You know, that's part of the deal. But charter schools, ironically, have hurt 
Catholic schools now because charter schools are free, and prior to all that, 

they used to get a lot of non-Catholics in the Catholic schools a lot because 

the discipline and what is established there. Ask me another tough question.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Okay. This one's not--well, maybe--I don't think it's too tough, but when you 
decided to leave Riordan's staff to go to work at DWP, why did you want to 

make that move?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think it--well, first, the job was being encouraged because of--really I 
was going to the parks department.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Oh, right. And Ferraro was kind of--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Kind of looking out for me, and doing that. But then--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So it was kind of--I know you mentioned it was sort of a financial 
consideration.  

 
LABONGE 

 



Yeah, but then it was just like triple Water and Power. And I like Water and 
Power because it's a big important agency. I love water, I love giving tours 

of the Central Valley, all those things that they had me do. But it changed all 
when John died, and--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I definitely want to get to that. So you were at DWP from '99 to mid--or you 

said about a year and a half starting in 1999.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I think 2000, so 2000--John died in like April of 2001. The election 
was in September, November, so 2001. So I was there from '99 to 2001, I 

think.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Can you just tell me a little bit about--so your position there was director of 

community relations. Could you just tell me a little bit about what you were 
doing in that job?  

 
LABONGE 

 
It was to reach out to the community almost like what I was doing in the 

mayor's office with the field people, having people who were regional 
representatives--although they had skilled representatives for power issues 

and water issues to handle their calls--if someone called, make sure they got 
a call back and worked. I remember, too, to encourage them to be more not 

in the ivory tower. When there's a problem, go down to the bottom of the 

stairs and go out in front of Hope Street and tell the people what you want 
to tell them, but don't make them drag all their equipment up to the 15th 

floor at Water and Power. There were dedicated people there, and you tried 
to tell their story, which I think people could relate to.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So kind of communicating DWP's position on--or whatever to--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right. Yeah, not, say, on deep energy issues, I think, like just people to 

people, water and power, not all the complicated stuff, sustainable energy 
and all that stuff, not that.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you have any memories that particularly stand out in your mind from 

that time, that one and a half years when you were there?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think it was just meeting a lot of different people, too--because it is 
separate than the city. Their history was so impressive, too, as they built Los 

Angeles, built the West. Water is power, so it was very special on that. And 
there were some employee issues because I was called an outsider, so that 

was different. I didn't hire any of the staff that was there, so I had to work 
with the staff that was there, and not all of them had the skills to want to 

help people. But that was a challenge.  

 

I did have interns there, which was good. I remember one intern was from 

Berlin, and she told me she came--first day she came, I gave her a tour of 
the office, and before noon, I said, "Let's go." And she had just got to Los 

Angeles like three days earlier, so she had her purse and her passport at her 
desk. She had me walking with her, I was walking with her down to the car, 

got her in the car, said, "I'll be back in an hour." I took her to--you know, 
dropped her off by Union Station to go to Traxx restaurant. She told me I 

gave her twenty bucks to eat, but she didn't know where she was or what 
she was doing. I was just moving fast, that's what I'm just saying--but I 

loved interns, whether they're from China or from Germany or from 
anywhere in the world, to share the knowledge, and I remember we had 

interns there at Water and Power. Also anything that was historic, the Light 
Festival, which they did, was fun to work with and be a voice for the 

department.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were there a lot of international interns?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I had a lot in the mayor's office when I was a councilperson, in the mayor's 

office when I was just working for--excuse me. When I was a councilperson, 
I was--when I worked for John Ferraro, I had interns. I always was big on 

interns. That's a whole big thing.  
 

NICOLAIDES 



 
Yeah, that's interesting. Okay. And then the other thing, so you were--if this 

sounds right, you were at DWP right when some of that charter reform stuff 
was heating up, and there were sort of efforts to maybe affect the autonomy 

of the highers-up at DWP through that. Do you recall any activity around 
that when you were there?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I know there was all that charter movement and all that stuff, and 

Riordan was really involved with the charter movement, so I kind of stayed 
away from it. Plus it was more like, you know, not historical, more the 

thought, policy than action. I'm more action. But I know they met there. 
Also, William Bratton was up there on the same floor I was on, the 

Christopher Commission and all that stuff going on at that time. Another 

reform that they were trying to do--I'm trying to think. They used DWP a lot 
for spaces, but it wasn't my thing to sit--I mean, like right now, I can tell 

you I'd like to see twenty-one councilpeople instead of fifteen and eleven 
supervisors instead of five, and cut the pie just by whatever the number is, 

not cut their pay or anything like that, but cut the pie and get better 
representation, because it's a big city, big county.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And then in 1999, John Ferraro was diagnosed with cancer.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Can you tell me if you have any memories of when he got sick, and then all 
the way--like, were you spending time with him or were you in touch with 

him through that, and even--you know, any--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I remember, too, right before there, his wife died, too, which was very 
sad. Margaret.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Before he did?  



 
LABONGE 

 
Before he did. And she I was very close to because she had illness where 

she couldn't walk, and I helped her to her therapy and with her walker and 
all that stuff. She was a very nice person. She did like me a lot because she 

thought I was, which I was, really loyal to John. So I think maybe before the 
next session, I want to get those dates down for you, but I know when--it 

was very sad when she died. He had to be--Holy Cross (Mausoleum)--she 
was in the--not the--what do you call it when you're not--mausoleum 

instead of the ground, you know? And then John Ferraro shortly thereafter--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Passed.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you remember around the time of his death, like, your own reactions or 

memories of that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I remember visiting him at home, and he had illness, and he was 
watching--he wasn't watching football on TV.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

He wasn't?  
 

LABONGE 
 

No, he was watching some talk show, and I felt he was real sick because he 
wasn't watching football, because he was a great fan of football and sports. I 

remember that specifically, on that. It would be good to find the actual dates 
just to see what it was. But then, also, too, when he did pass--and I was at 

Water and Power. I still worked at Water and Power, and then I took a leave 
of absence to run, which is, you know, the deal.  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
Yeah, I mean, that was a big transition at that point.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, right. And it was different not running, if I could say this, without 

John, who was my closest political mentor. It was me now, and using my 
instincts more than having to listen to anyone. So, like that.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I was going to ask you, you know, at that point in time, who would you say 

like your political role models were by that point?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Well, Kenny Hahn was always service, service, service, so I was a real 

service person.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did you have a relation with him?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, he had like six or seven brothers, and I just remember taking a picture 
with him once and he was a very nice man on that. Wasn't too much of a 

relationship, but I always liked that. And then Janice Hahn, you've got to call 
her, but she said that of all the people there ever were, I reminded her most 

of her Kenny--that's what she said--because how I did constituent services 

and people-to-people stuff. So that's one thing that's there.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So can you tell me--so it's 2001, and you're making the decision to run for 
office. Could you kind of walk me through how you--  

 
LABONGE 

 
I talked to my wife first, because we had already lost one race.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And then your kids were fairly young still at that point?  



 
LABONGE 

 
Young, fairly young, fairly young.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Can you sort of talk me through what those conversations were like, how 

that decision came about?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah. I think it was--I think there's a lot of people that encouraged me, a lot 
of people from the district that I represented. You know, many people ran. 

Former State Senator (David) Roberti ran. Beth Garfield was a College Board 

person. Other people ran. But I just felt it was mine. And I will tell you this. 
In the whole time I worked for the city, I always kept an eye on the 4th 

District, even when I worked for Mr. Riordan. It was part of my nature, so to 
speak, so I--and if someone had a trashcan--they used to be yellow bins--

needed one, I went out to the yard and I got it and I delivered it to them, is 
what I'm saying, in that historic time of serving people. But talking to my 

wife, where she said yes was the biggest thing.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

How did she feel about it, or your kids, even? I know they were pretty young 
at that point.  

 
LABONGE 

 

Yeah. Well, they didn't--it was like a natural step for me at this time. And 
then the district was more not as liberal, as you mentioned earlier, that the 

13th was, and then it just was there. It was just there for--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you remember how your campaign got started, like kind of what--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, we got started over in Larchmont in an office building and put it 
together. The one thing I continually said to--don't send a piece of mail, just 

a mail; send a picture of Silver Lake. It looks so good. Send a picture of the 
Observatory. My wife's an artist and she created these calendars that people 



loved, and they still ask me for them these days, pictures of the city. So that 
was a big thing, and I tried to be more basic and appreciate, and tell the 

story. I'm still looking for some of the political pieces, so you could see how 
we plotted the campaign. But a lot of testimonials from people now, because 

I had had twenty-seven years of service.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Sure. Were you involved in the day-to-day kind of management of the 
campaign?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think I just walked. That's the thing. I stayed out of that office, and I think 

if anybody's running for office, just walk. You meet people, because maybe 

you'll see four people on a block, but the one guy you see is the block 
captain, and everybody talks to Ray because Ray could tell you who to vote 

for. So Ray will say, "Hey, this guy LaBonge came by. He sounds okay." So 
that's what you wanted, because you're not going to see everybody, but the 

more you walk, the better you are.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

How much walking did you do?  
 

LABONGE 
 

All the time. That's all I did. That's all I did.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
You must have gotten into good shape.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, good shape, and also won. I won. I think it was like 60-something 

percent to 38 percent or something.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Sure. At that point in 2001, what did you feel like L.A.'s biggest challenges 
were?  

 
LABONGE 



 
Well, I think transit, transit, not necessarily traffic, but transit was the big 

thing, which led me to take advantage of the appointment that Mayor 
Villaraigosa gave me when I was on the (Los Angeles County) MTA 

(Metropolitan Transportation Authority) Board, because I started the call to 
bring the subway back.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
When was this?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think 2002.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

That you got on that board?  
 

LABONGE 
 

2002, yeah. And they did. So that started the whole (unclear), you know.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So you were very pro-metro?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Pro-Metro. Gotta do it. A lot of it came because I traveled the world, and 

especially in Europe, and there's transit that people get on a subway, they're 
in their neighborhood in ten minutes, no problem, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah, I definitely want to ask you about that for sure.  

 
LABONGE 

 
The travels or the--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
The just--  



 
LABONGE 

 
--Metro?  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
The Metro when we get to--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, I got it.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

But just kind of back to the campaign, I know the primary election was on 
9/11.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
That sounded really intense. Can you share maybe any, like, key memories 

from that campaign that really stood out for you? Like, what was that--god, 
that must have been a tumultuous day.  

 
LABONGE 

 

Day.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What do you remember about that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I remember we got up early and we hung a door hanger "Don't forget 
election day." And we were right down here on Griffith Park Boulevard, like 

starting from my house, just canvass my neighborhood. And then, all of a 
sudden, I don't know if I called my brother or my brother called me, and he 

said, "Hey, there's a plane crash in New York." So I'm on Griffith Park 
Boulevard and he said, "Come on up," you know. "I'll make you a pancake 



or something." And I'm thinking on the way to his house it's WABC or WCBS 
or helicopter, plane, or whatever, a traffic plane crashed into a building. 

Then you find out, wow, it was an airliner, and we just stopped campaigning. 
It was, like, over. But the election went on, and it was tragic. It was just a 

tragic thing. But two finished the primary for the general. But I do remember 
that. I do remember not doing anything.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Just kind of watching the TV?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Just watching, yeah, or just be away.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And then--yeah, that must have been a lot of mixed feelings on that day.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, right.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And then you and Beth Garfield came at the top two after that, that primary. 
What were some of the issues, did you feel, were really important that you 

were trying to emphasize in that campaign?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Well, people said--like, Beth Garfield said, "He's been at city hall too long." 

Then I remember knocking on a door in Toluca Lake and some guy said, 
"Hey, your opponent was just here," like a sarcastic guy. "Yeah, she told me 

you've been at city hall too long." And I'm just listening. Then he goes, 
"Well, lookit. I'm from Chicago, and I like a guy who knows city hall, so I'm 

voting for you. Give me a yard sign." So that's just the opposite. I think it 
helped my family. My mother had already died, but a lot of people knew my 

mother and had high regard for my mother in this area, Los Feliz, Silver 
Lake. A lot of people knew my brothers and had positive feelings about my 

brothers, their family, so that was something. And I'd met people over the 
course of time. I had twenty-seven years in the minors, like--and then I'm 

now in the majors, so it worked out. And they tried to say I was a bad guy 



or whatever it is, but people knew me more than that. People personally 
knew me, so I think that's how I won.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And there was a lot of newspaper coverage that it got kind of nasty at the 

end.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I think so, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I just--I mean, it's sad that that happens. Why do you think that happened 

in your campaign?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I guess that's what they, political advisors, say to do. That's what I think 
they--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Is that the advice you were getting?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think so, but I don't know how nasty--I think she was more nasty than I 

was nasty, but it just--you just keep walking. Then whatever she put out, 

people said, "Well, I saw that guy. He talked to me at my door. It can't be 
that guy." So that's kind of what the thing is.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So you kept--you were just pounding the pavement.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Just walking, just walking. That's all you do, because you don't worry about 

the mishigas of all the other baloney.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



Right. You've kind of answered this already, but why do you think you 
ultimately won that campaign?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think because of my family and the name, because of my service record 

with the city, twenty-seven years of helping people. Also, because of a 
variety of roles, I'd do things in Griffith Park. I remember I just saw 

something from 1996. There was a feature story on me because I hiked up 
there. So all that stuff built up. I didn't do too much television, I don't think, 

but the newspapers, the locals, were very good to me, so I think that helped 
people see me.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Yeah, you did get the L.A. Times' endorsement, I saw.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right. I remember when I read that right here on the steps. That was a big 
thing when they endorsed me, which was nice, and I think they talked about 

that I'm nuts and bolts. They saw me as just who I am.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. Okay. Well, we'll get into your council years for the next time, so I 
think we'll stop now.  

 
LABONGE 

 

Becky, you're great.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Thanks. Thank you.  
 

LABONGE 
 

God bless you. I hope they know how great you are at UCLA. (End of 
interview)  

 

1.4. SESSION FOUR (5/21/2020) 



NICOLAIDES 
 

This is Becky Nicolaides, and we're at Tom LaBonge's home in Silver Lake, 
Los Angeles, and today is May 21st, 2019. So I had one quick follow-up 

question from last time when you were telling me about your work at DWP 
(Department of Water and Power). We covered a lot of ground, but I didn't 

quite grasp some of the particulars of what you were doing there as director 
of communication.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, it was director of community relations.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Okay, I'm sorry. Community relations.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, community relations. That's very important, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Okay. That's good to have correct. So, director of community relations, and 
you describe that you were working with the field representatives? Or can 

you just kind of walk me through more specifically what you were doing in 
that position?  

 
LABONGE 

 

At Water and Power--when I left the mayor's office, I was a citywide 
representative for Mayor (Richard) Riordan where I would go and make 

presentations on his behalf and just represent the city and the mayor of 
that. When I started with Mayor Riordan's office, I developed his community 

outreach with regional representatives from two in the (San Fernando) 
Valley, one in South L.A., one in San Pedro, one in West L.A., one in 

Hollywood and Wilshire, one in the east side, so to be another voice for the 
community and ears, eyes and ears, for the community to the mayor's 

office. As the job developed at Water and Power, they wanted to have better 
community relations, and being from the political side of the city hall and 

going out to listen to people for all those years, they thought I'd be a good 
fit, which I was, and tried to develop individuals for--they have a Speakers 

Bureau, and to tell the DWP story and remember its history and all of that 
outreach there. A lot of the work, if someone had a problem, I referred to 



the professionals in the billing unit or in the property management or to the 
specific water or power side. So that was basically my role that was there, 

and talk it up, so to speak, to be a voice.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So were you--you were kind of coordinating other field--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Other staff that existed there and directing them to be in outreach. All of a 
sudden, it happened fast, because I think it was just a year and a half that I 

was there, but--  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
And did you kind of model that a bit on what you were doing for Riordan?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Correct, on the citywide approach to be out there. We had tours to take 

people up to the Owens Valley to see where the water came from in this 
little creek that it started to flow to the aqueduct down to Los Angeles and 

educate people more on how water and power works. It also was after the 
earthquake, but one of the things about Water and Power, three days after 

the earthquake which we had in '94, the power was back on in Los Angeles. 
It was amazing, because they had to bring it around, and the power lines 

(unclear). We also were coming up to the challenge that--the early stages of 
the power shortages that the state had that, unfortunately, recalled Mr. Gray 

Davis, who was governor after--in a few years after that. So that was a--

power was very important, just as important as water on that, and the 
emerging green power discussion that was there, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right, right. Okay, great. So we're going to move now into your council 

years, finally. So in October 2001, you had your swearing-in at the top of 
Mount Hollywood.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right, at the end of the month. I think it was in November.  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
Oh, in November. Okay.  

 
LABONGE 

 
I believe it was in November.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Can you just describe what that was like and what happened?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, basically, let me just go back. There was an election. John Ferraro, a 

great community leader died, and they set for election. I remember talking 

to my wife to say, "Can I do this?" because I had a very good job at Water 
and Power and a high-ranking role, but it wasn't as satisfying as the direct 

activity I had in the mayor's office or in the council office as a 
representative. She said yes. There was a big field of people that when it 

came down to--we had our election for the primary on 9/11. It was 
September 11th, and I don't know if I told you much about this, but we--I 

was walking and I thought it was a--I did tell you about this, so we're okay 
on that. Then we had the general, and then because there was a vacant 

seat, I could get appointed right away by a vote of the council after the 
election was certified. But I chose the best place to have a swearing-in 

ceremony, at the (Griffith Park) Observatory, and I was very touched that so 
many people came and filled the grass lawn of the front of the Observatory. 

The fire department came with Truck 35, with their hook and ladder, and 
Truck 27, I believe, with their hook and ladder, and they put it up with the 

American flag. And the fire and police helicopters came by to say hello, so all 

the support from the city and a whole lot of people, my family, were there, 
which was so important to see that, my extended family as well. So it was a 

big honor to have that. And I know Charlie Callahan came on his horse at 
the time, Fancy, and rode all the way over from the L.A. River where the 

horses stay at night, at the Saddle and Sirloin, and that was a fun--Charlie 
and some of his other riders, because a lot of people who I engaged in all 

my career and all my life and all my community came, which was very 
special.  

 

I had Huell Howser as an emcee, and Milt Davis, who was a coach of mine--

and a mentor--was one of the speakers there. And I had a priest from St. 
Brendan's (Catholic Church), and I believe the rabbi was from the Temple 

Israel. I got to remember all that, straighten it out. I should be correct on 



that. I remember they're supposed to swear you in on a Bible, but no one 
had a Bible, so they put a request out over the microphone and the guy ran 

to his car and had a Bible, so someone was carrying a Bible. So that was a 
kind of interesting point there. But it was just wonderful to be at one of the 

greatest spots in Los Angeles, a place I particularly love. I happened to be 
there today and almost every day hiking. But so special to see all the people 

that came, and, again, my family, too. It was very special.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Sounds like a lot of people from your life over the years that had had an 
impact on you--  

 
LABONGE 

 

Right, teachers--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

--supported you.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, everybody, neighborhood people, people who knew my mom and dad, 
which was very special, because I wish they were here when it happened, 

but they were already in heaven. So all that was just a very big special 
event, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

What was it about those sort of elevated locations that kind of drew you to 
want to do something, you know, like this crucial moment in your own life in 

those places high above?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, there's nothing like the Observatory. I mean, it was special all my life. 
Growing up in Silver Lake, you had friends who lived in Los Feliz, maybe, 

and you would hike there as a kid. I was a Boy Scout. We'd hike all over 
Griffith Park. As an adult, I'd hike over at Griffith Park. When I started dating 

girls, I'd take them to Griffith Park, and the Observatory was the spot. 
James Dean was there, Rebel Without a Cause. There was a whole lot of 

mystique to the place, and the astronomy. Dr. (Edwin) Krupp, who runs the 
Observatory still to this day, is a very special individual, and so helpful and 



articulated words of welcome. So there's no other spot in the city that I 
think I could be, whether--I couldn't think of another better spot. So it was 

nice to be, and it was a beautiful day.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, yeah. When you took office, can you describe the 4th District? What 
was that--what was it like?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Basically, from a physical thing, the city of Los Angeles is fifteen districts, 

and the 4th District used to be basically Fairfax on the west, Olympic on the 
south, Melrose on the north, over into the Echo Park area, and then up into 

Echo Park and Elysian Park, Dodger Stadium, down the Harbor Freeway to 

Olympic Boulevard. It was kind of like a square. But they changed all that on 
a federal case to have more opportunity for people of diverse backgrounds 

to be elected. So the district, the 4th, really was half-and-half district, half in 
the metropolitan area, half in the Valley. I remember when they went 

through all this, I was working for John Ferraro, and it was, as he said, 
helpful for me to have a background, and a family background, as his deputy 

for the Silver Lake, which was not all of Silver Lake, but part of it, Los Feliz, 
which was all of Los Feliz, Hollywood Hills area. So you knew people, which 

was important, but it's kind of like a lobster's hand where you have the body 
of the district and then it goes out to Olympic, still, and Fairfax, but it goes 

all the way around to North Hollywood in this particular case. Another period 
towards the end of my career, it went all the way out to Sherman Oaks. So 

it was kind of an odd, weird-shaped district where people in the Valley were 
not necessarily simpatico with people in the metropolitan Wilshire area, in 

the MacArthur Park area, obviously in Hancock Park, Windsor Square, 

Larchmont, so it's--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did you find yourself ever having to kind of deal with those competing 
interests?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, a little bit, in the back of my mind. Like, I know the Hancock Park 

people, they wanted all their concrete streets fixed, but it was tough for me 
to justify fixing their concrete streets, but not the concrete streets of Silver 

Lake, Los Feliz, and North Hollywood, because there was no concrete 
program, physical concrete. Ultimately, at the end, trying to think of a way 



to get it done, this was a big deal, the streets in Hancock Park, because they 
were old. The people who fixed the concrete streets I pushed and pushed 

and pushed and got them to come up with a way there, because you learn 
all these things when you work in the city. If you're under contract on this 

job here, you're eligible to maybe put an extension to the contract, so, 
believe it or not, at 5th and McCadden (Place), the whole intersection was 

bad. All the concrete streets were fixed by the same company under contract 
to fix Runway 24R at LAX. They were doing the concrete at LAX and 

somebody said, "I need this, guys. I need it." And they said, "Well, we'll 
attach it to the Griffin--." I think it was Griffin Construction Company 

contract. So, they didn't have to bid it or go anything. It was legal to just 
get this little extension.  

 

But the point of the whole thing, trying to be fair, and the city wasn't big on 

concrete streets because it was so much cheaper to do paving, so there was 

a--that was--when you talk about the difference of inequity, I tried to be 
equal all over the district, just because I think that's the fair thing to do.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So, and then, what happened with those streets then? Was--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, the first street to ever get concreted in modern time was 5th and 

McCadden, and it was really the contractor that was from LAX under contract 
to do a runway, but someone thought, "Well, we could attach it to this--," 

the (unclear).  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
I mean, were you able to kind of do it equally throughout your district or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
No, but just this one. They were yelling so much--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Oh, just that one.  

 
LABONGE 

 



--they wanted it fixed, and there was no program, so out of it they created a 
program. Now the new councilman is able to get concrete streets, and other 

councilpeople, concrete streets done, in a way, because they didn't want to 
use concrete because it is much more expensive than asphalt, but people 

don't like asphalt streets. That was just one thing. I tried to be pretty much 
equal in every part of the neighborhoods. You listen to them. But I was more 

of a physical councilperson. I did have policy on my mind and ideas to do 
things, but just taking care of the district was the key.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What--maybe along those lines or even thinking more broadly--when you 

first took office, what did you feel like the key challenges were that the 
district itself was facing?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Well, the biggest thing when we first took office is the emerging secession 
movement was right in front of us, so that was a very big thing. People 

thought there was inequity between the Valley and the city: they didn't get 
their fair share. That particular movement was birthed out of the movement 

to break up the (Los Angeles) Unified School District because people were 
unsatisfied with the district, but that wasn't legally possible because it's a 

unified a district. It's not just the City of L.A. School District; it was other 
cities, Huntington Park, Maywood, Bell, etc., etc., etc. So here in this 

particular case, they were focused on breaking up the city and, at the same 
time, going into office to deliver so people wouldn't want to break up the 

city. I was a strong proponent of keeping the city together.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Right. Can you tell me about your involvement with that, with secession?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, mostly a big voice. There was no question, and I was part Valley guy. I 

was a North Hollywood, Toluca Lake guy, but I didn't kind of, you know, play 
footsie with it. I just said, "We're stronger, better together," and I 

articulated some of the values, especially because we were going through an 
energy crisis of that period of in that period of time, or familiar with it, and I 

would say they'd lose their water and power, because there'd be no 
obligation. It'd be a horrible divorce, and talked this to the constituency in a 

respectful way and just--and then also provided services. One of the things I 
did was I got a city truck, ultimately, loaned to us, but then I bought it and 



assigned it to us to just go pick up trash without waiting for a phone call. 
You drive down the street, you drive down Magnolia (Boulevard) in the 

Valley or any street, Vineland (Avenue), whatever it is, and you see some 
debris there, just pick it up. I would have a professional city employee, and 

then probably some high school working part-time or some junior college 
students just do part-time work running around the district to try to keep it 

clean, because people see that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So this was happening during this secession thing or just--  
 

LABONGE 
 

They pretty much did it when I would start working all the time. We would--I 

was big on cleanup (unclear), yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So this was beyond just the regular like trash service? I mean--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right. Exactly, exactly.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

--like coming out of your office or--kind of thing.  
 

LABONGE 

 
We formalized it a little more, but in the beginning, I did it. I started on 

Mayor (Tom) Bradley's community cleanup, and I had no problem picking up 
trash.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What was the response to that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think pretty good. I think people--you didn't--well, the other thing, too, 

sometimes people wait for you to complain about something so they know 
you fixed it. We just tried to fix it.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Proactively.  

 
LABONGE 

 
You know, yeah. I mean, that was not the big thing.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So when you were talking around the secession thing, what were you 

hearing from people? I read one report where you were going door to door 
in Hollywood and trying to talk to people about the secession. What kind of 

things were you hearing from people?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, the argument was they didn't--first of all, it would be interesting. There 

was a secession movement started in the Valley, and then the people in 
Hollywood started it, too, and the people in San Pedro, so it was like a 

raging fire. And I think in a--it would be up to those who are deep thinkers 
to fully discuss this. Had they only discussed the Valley, not Hollywood, not 

San Pedro, maybe it would have been a different result, but when they all 
wanted to tear the whole city apart, there was a loud cry against it. San 

Pedro's very part of Los Angeles from its economic standpoint, the Port of 
Los Angeles where those--that and Long Beach Port. 47 percent of 

everything that comes in the United States goes through there. That 
particular attachment to the city from the original pueblo, which was 28 

point square miles in a box, so to speak, they had this thing called 

shoestring annexation. It's not legal now, but we went down and took the 
port from Wilmington in San Pedro, so to speak, in a battle years ago. So all 

that being said, you just constantly were a voice. I know I worked with Mr. 
(Eric) Garcetti on it, but Mr. (James) Hahn, the mayor--and that may have 

cost him his second term, if that's right. He fought to keep the city together, 
just loud voices, so you partner. Some councilmen were wishy-washy, or 

whatever the case may be, but there's no question it would be bad to break 
up Los Angeles.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Why did you think so?  

 
LABONGE 



 
Just because the history of the city and its ability--I come from a big family, 

so you can get better, stronger if you're bigger, and I just thought that's the 
truth. You've just got to manage it better. Sometimes it wasn't being 

managed as well as it could have been.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

When you were going door to door, because it sounded like you were doing 
quite a bit of that, do you have any memories that stand out of some of 

those interactions you were having?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, one guy was an actor, and he lived in Toluca Lake, and he said he'd 

put up a sign, "Keep L.A. together." I gave him the sign, but he never put it 
up, I remember. But you did that, too, with people. I want to just think. I've 

got to think--this is an important point we should find out. Was it the same 
time that I was up for reelection? I want to think when exactly was--maybe 

2003, I think, was the election, same time I was on the ballot, so I was 
fighting to keep the city together, but also fighting to get reelected from 

people. I remember once walking Runyon Canyon from Franklin Avenue to 
Mulholland (Drive), and I was walking with (Captain) Jimmy Tatreau, who 

was a great commander in LAPD. Unfortunately, he just passed some years 
ago. But he said, "We look like a bunch of Mormons," because we had white 

shirts on while walking, and we laughed. But I remember one time I was 
walking and a woman opened her door kind of like the Wizard of Oz did. 

"Get away from here! I'm not voting for you!" And I'm right down there, a 
two-story house on Outpost Drive. Then I go to the second-to-last house on 

that same street and there's a woman in a wheelchair, the door opens. "I 

mailed my ballot in for you today." She had an absentee ballot. So you go 
from a high and a low, when you're out campaigning for the issue, whether 

it's yourself or an issue like keeping the city together.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I'm kind of struck by what you said about how you thought if Hollywood and 
San Pedro hadn't gotten into the act with all that, that it might have passed 

if it had just been the Valley. Can you talk a little more about that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Also I used the tactic, "You can't break up Griffith Park. You can't break up 
the Hollywood sign. The Hollywood sign is in Griffith Park. You're not going 



to get it. We're not going to give it to you." So it was an argument where 
you would make that sense in there. Then I think the Hollywood guys were 

just doing it because the Valley guys were doing it, and saying there's--but 
there was some disconnect.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What were they saying? I mean, when you, like--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think it's all about service, and I think they don't understand like in 

the Valley. There's many streets without sidewalks, okay, and there's many 
streets without curbs. Okay. Why? Well, after the war, they said, "We need 

housing," and they didn't require curbs and gutters, etc. This Silver Lake 

district, which happens to be the first area that had underground power from 
land to the north towards Rowena, from Griffith Park Boulevard to West 

Silver Lake Drive, that was a 1925 street that had these required. Didn't 
have sidewalks, but it had curbs and gutters, so--but the Valley, I remember 

they had--like if it rained hard, the water would roll right up into the front 
yards because there was no curbs or gutters. There were certain aspects 

that they should have, I think, upgraded the infrastructure--if you call curbs 
and gutters infrastructure, which you could.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Was that done?  

 
LABONGE 

 

No. It's still like that, so--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So--wow. Yeah.  
 

LABONGE 
 

But it's not all neighborhoods. They do require more and they do try to make 
the Valley feel like they're part of the city of Los Angeles. I know Mr. Riordan 

flirted--he always used to say when he went in the Valley, "My passport was 
approved to come into the Valley," as a joke, like you need a passport to 

come in there. And people would laugh maybe, but it wasn't funny, because 
it would have been a horrible thing if we broke up.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I mean, he had quite a bit of support in the Valley, too, didn't he?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, right, he did.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Although the demographics were shifting quite a bit in the Valley by the time 

you were on council.  
 

LABONGE 

 
Oh, absolutely. Like, the old Valley was replaced by a new Valley, and you 

could just see by the representation they have with, today, Monica 
Rodriguez and--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah, yeah. Was there support for secession? Did you have a sense of that, 

even from that new--those newer--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, there were just loud voices of people out there.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
--demographics, yeah.  

 
LABONGE 

 
I don't know if people really supported it. I'd love to look at the numbers 

again just to see what it was, what they did. Nury Martinez is another great 
leader out there. There were other Latinos who they replaced who tried their 

best, Felipe Fuentes, Alex Padilla, who's now a United States--excuse me--
California Secretary of State. Tony Cárdenas. So the whole demographic 

changed.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



Right, right, right. And then after secession was defeated, there were some 
secessionists, I think in the Valley, that started talking about the borough 

system as a--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, there's a guy who's a big lawyer at Latham and Watkins, and he talked 
about the borough system, which would be all right in the sense of--but I 

think it was just a catchphrase. We do almost have a borough system. It's 
up to the councilperson to take care of it. Now, some are more philosophical, 

into policy, where some are physical like I was, try to clean a district up. I 
went into every city yard, tried to shake every hand of every trash person--

excuse me--tried to shake every hand of a trash collector or environmental 
engineer, as they like to kid. Street cleaner, firefighter, librarian, police 

officer, whoever it was, I tried to meet so there was a connection between 

the city hall and the district and the neighborhood so we're all one. Because 
a lot of people who work for the city have to live away from the city because 

they can't afford the cost of it as the escalation has gone up. In the former 
times when I first started out, there were a lot of city employees living in the 

city because it wasn't as expensive as it is now to buy a house.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Sure.  
 

LABONGE 
 

You know.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Well, when that borough talk started getting a little more--coming up into 

the scene--I read some reports that, back around like--I guess this was kind 
of soon after you got into office, and maybe while you were campaigning in 

2003, that you proposed your own plan for decentralizing services by setting 
up these neighborhood city halls where people would be able to come and 

get certain things. Can you sort of walk me through your idea and what was 
happening?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, a little bit--let's say the public works issue of services there. They give 

so much to each council district to try to be equitable, but it makes more 
sense--this is what I was trying to say--if, quote, "the circus," like the circus 



comes to town, like on the train and very long--when the public works 
comes to a region, to do it--just stay in that region for a month or two 

instead of two weeks or just to show a little work. You could really get a lot 
done. It takes a lot to move the circus, you know.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So when you say in that region, do you mean district or like the--  

 
LABONGE 

 
No, yeah, like Central L.A., Hollywood and Wilshire, West Los Angeles, the 

Valley's large enough to have two, east and west, San Pedro, and the east 
side. Then have somebody who's like the point person who you know, 

because that's the key. Sometimes in government, if they don't know who 

you are, then there's no push, but if you're a known person, people will say, 
"It's so-and-so's responsibility to make sure it gets done."  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So it sounds like you were thinking it would be more efficient if these public 

works projects would stay in one area and really do whatever they were 
going to do there.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Trim all the trees, don't just trim one block.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Did that happen or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

No, it happened in some ways, but not like I wanted to happen.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Is that part of what this idea was, this--  
 

LABONGE 
 

A little bit, but I think part about Dave--and I know David--I'll think of your 
name, David; forgive me--was about the boroughs, because the borough 



has a borough chief and everything goes through the borough chief in New 
York. But I do think there's some positive aspects to regional service 

providing, regional so you could get it done. It's like when I went to Water 
and Power before I went to Water and Power--I don't know if I said this to 

you--I still worked for Mayor Riordan. Had a meeting at night with the 
Benedict Canyon Homeowners Association, and they don't have a community 

center in Benedict Canyon because they've all got wonderful big homes, but 
they meet at the ballroom of the Beverly Hills Hotel--I don't know if they get 

it free from the hotel or if they had to pay for it--and that's where their 
community meets, where most places in the city, you go to a park, there's 

an auditorium that they use, or whatever the case may be. But I remember 
it was the last meeting I went to with Water and Power up there, and Zev 

Yaroslavsky was sitting next to me and he goes, "Hey, LaBonge, what's 
new?"  

 

And I say, "I'm going to Water and Power." "What are you going to do?" 
"Director of community relations." "Oh, yeah, director of community 

relations? How much are they going to pay you?" I say, "Well, they offered 
me 142. I couldn't believe it." "One forty-two?" He was only making 121 at 

the time. So that night when I drove home from Beverly Hills Hotel, all I did 
is pray that he wouldn't call for LaBonge to be investigated because he's 

making so much dough. But Water and Power paid higher, so that's how it 
went. So I made up for the past, because although I was very active, I 

wasn't the top of Riordan's team or others as well. I hope that answered the 
question, Becky.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah. Let's kind of back up a little bit. So getting back to when you first got 

onto council, those early times, do you remember what your goals were 

right out of the gate when you got elected?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Oh, absolutely, and one of them was to get the tenth man on the fire truck 
back. Mr. Riordan cut one firefighter off each task force, so it went from ten 

to nine. That was one thing. Expand Griffith Park to the Cahuenga Pass. 
Work more with the schools and community parks, the after-school 

programs, libraries as well. That's off the bat. But I know I had five, and it's 
terrible, I should remember. I'll remember at the next session.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 



I know public safety was--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Public safety was number one, also to get a--oh, this is very important--to 
get Olympic Station built. There was a need for a police station in the 

Wilshire area, and I helped find the site for them, because when we did it 
last time, Chief (Daryl) Gates was the chief, and I remember him saying, 

"Well, we did a poll and we knew we could pass the bond issue if we were 
under 200 million, so we wanted 198 million to build these new police 

stations." Well, they fell short for the additional station in the Wilshire area. 
Another bond issue came up, which I supported and others supported as 

well. It was approved, but then we had to find the land for the police station, 
for public safety, and it's tough in a built city to find land. It's not like the 

Inland Empire where there's old farm fields and now they're commercial 

buildings.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And how did you do that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I called over to the chief's office and I said I wanted to take a ride around 
the district and beyond to look for a site. Now, Wilshire district, which I 

represented in this particular area, like between 3rd Street east to the 
Harbor Freeway and then down to 6th Street or sometimes even down to 

7th Street and back over. So we were driving around. It wasn't my district 
by this time because they changed the boundaries, but we were driving 

south of my district because there was land. We were at a red light at 11th 

Street and Vermont, and I asked the police officer who was in charge of 
facilities and the city engineer who's a representative for the city engineer 

himself, "Did you ever talk to the Red Cross?" because they were there, half-
a-block-long building there. And they said, no, they were going to condemn 

twenty-one homes right next to St. Brendan's--excuse me--why can't I think 
of the junior high that's right there off of Pico--well, I'll think of it before 

we're done today--that they were going to condemn homes. And so I said, 
"You've got to talk to those people. You don't know what they're up to," 

because I remember when I would donate blood at the Red Cross, I'd lie--I'd 
look at the acoustic tile, and it was so dirty, and they'd been there a while. 

Sure enough, they were selling. In fact, the county--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



They were selling?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah. The county had bought it for a Children and Family Services building, 
to tear the old Red Cross down. They had moved to Pomona, Cal Poly 

Pomona. Berendo Middle School is the other school right across the street 
from where they were looking to take this site. Anyway, Cal Poly Pomona's 

the center of the universe of Southern California, Orange County, San Diego, 
Inland Empire, Riverside, San Bernardino, Los Angeles, Ventura, all this 

area. So that's there in the middle, so they have the--for their school, for 
the technical school that it is, the facility for the American Red Cross, for 

blood drives, etc. So we were able to talk to the county. I called the county 
and talked to them. And I got coached by Ron Deaton, who was the best 

public administrator the city probably had in the legislative office, who did a 

lot of great things, and he helped coach me along the way. We got to get 
the land and they built the station, and then they also named it Olympic 

Station after the Olympic games, and we didn't ask the National Olympic 
Committee, which you're supposed to because of trademarks, but since 

Olympic Boulevard was there so long, we said it's Olympic.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. Sounds like it, yeah.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Some people wanted to call it Koreatown Station, but that was discouraged 
because years ago, there were stations named like Venice Station, but then 

the people in Westchester always got upset because these are Venice cops. 

It took too long. There was a Highland Park Station and then they changed it 
to Northeast Station. That's another story. But the other one was University 

Station, which was down on, at the time, Santa Barbara Avenue. Now it's 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.'s great street. They changed it there from 

University to Southwest, because remember Stan Chambers on Channel 5? 
He would be there every other night there was a shooting in the University 

division. Well, 'SC didn't like that because it, you know, said it's a horrible 
place to be, but it's not true. It's transforming. But they changed it from 

names of areas to geographic names like Northeast Division, like Southwest 
Division, and all that, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So the Olympic one ended up staying as Olympic?  



 
LABONGE 

 
It was a brand-new station. Yeah, it stayed Olympic.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
It didn't go to Koreatown?  

 
LABONGE 

 
It didn't go to Koreatown or--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Did they want it, Koreatown?  
 

LABONGE 
 

There was somebody--multiple people said, "Yeah, we want it," because 
they're proud of the police. But it just--every night you don't want to say, 

"In Koreatown, another shooting." But they still do, but that's how it goes.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, that's interesting. And then when you first got onto council--well, 
okay, let me back up. It sounds like public safety was high on the list of 

priorities when you got on. Do you think you were responding to public 
concerns? How did that end up as one of the biggest issues?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Well, first of all, I knew--I remember when they lost the election, the people 
of Wilshire area were upset that they didn't get a new police station, 

because they were so busy in Wilshire area at La Brea and Venice that they 
wanted to try to get better, smaller area to cover, which ultimately Olympic 

Station did. So you'd hear from people on that issue. Also on the fire. I don't 
know if the public thought about it as much, but the fire department and 

their union were--except for the fire chief, who would listen to the mayor at 
the time, who was Riordan. But the new mayor, Hahn, was pro fire 

department, so I kind of pushed it through the council, and he certainly 
supported it, because Jim Hahn was a structurally good mayor, but he was 

living in Los Angeles in a tough time.  
 



NICOLAIDES 
 

Right, right. I think there was also talk of like hiring new LAPD officers or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right, trying to get to 10,000. That was always the challenge, to get to 
those many people and try to recruit and get qualified officers, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you remember your first day on the city council?  

 
LABONGE 

 

I remember many days, I want to just say. I've been in that room so much 
because I was working with John Ferraro or whatever the case may be. But I 

remember one of the first calls I made.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So was it the same office?  
 

LABONGE 
 

No. You get--I think I got--well, in this particular case, because John died, I 
got head office, but usually you don't, you get seniority, because John had 

the best office, because he was right near the door that takes you to the 
parking garage. John being smart, he said, "I don't need to walk that far. I 

can keep exercising in my neighborhood." But he always had that spot when 

they repositioned the offices back in the mid-nineties when they completed 
the earthquake, towards the end of the nineties on there. But it was a nice 

office. We moved in, and I just remember now I'm the shot-caller. You 
know, that was the deal. I didn't have to worry about "I've got to talk to 

John Ferraro," because I didn't work for John anymore. John is in heaven. I 
didn't work for Riordan anymore. I worked for the people.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What did that feel like?  

 
LABONGE 

 



It felt like when you're able to drive when you're sixteen or maybe eighteen, 
after you get your learner's permit. It was good, and I knew what to do, I 

think, and tried to get it done. And I had a lot of friends in city hall because 
when I worked for those twenty-seven years before for John Ferraro, who 

was a popular city leader, and a short time for Peggy Stevenson, working for 
Riordan, Mr. Riordan--excuse me, Mr. Mayor--you knew people. I kept 

walking like I wasn't elected, meaning I'd go see them instead of them 
coming to me, and they liked that. I remember I recently ran into a guy at 

Water and Power, said, "I couldn't believe when I was there, just starting my 
job," this has got to be over twenty years ago, "that you came to our office 

and you were the elected official." They were out on Santa Monica Boulevard 
where the bus yard is. No, the old bus yard now. It's the street lighting yard. 

So it was just a style that was kind of different than--not afraid.  

 

And then--because there was a popular--people liked John Ferraro a lot, in 

the city workforce. People weren't--and told this to the mayor once, Mr. 
Riordan. I don't know if he listened at all, but he at one point was not anti-

city employee, a little--not anti, but he wasn't there. I told you about the 
City At Work program, which Robin Kramer helped develop, and I developed 

it outside of it. I think that's how, if I remember correctly. But it got him to 
understand that the city employees, if given leadership, they'll do 

everything, so it's up to the managers to really move the team down the 
field. So--yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah, I mean, because he was pushing for privatization of a lot of things.  

 
LABONGE 

 

Right, yeah, right, no.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you think that City At Work thing--I think we talked about this before, 
but do you think that might have impacted his views on privatizing certain--  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think so.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 



--city services?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I think he really did. I really do. He saw them in their work and doing 
it, and it wasn't--and maybe he made a political decision, too, because it 

would have been a multiyear fight to try to dissolve a department, and then 
contract it out. So I think that probably was the way it was.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So you kept up that style of kind of reaching out or going to other people's 

offices? After you were elected, you kind of kept that up?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Right. And I still keep it up, and then I realize I'm no longer a cheese, so 

when I show up someplace, sometimes, "Hey, very nice to see you, Tom, 
but I've got a meeting," you know, where before, they'd drop everything. So 

it's just part of life.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did you find that worked pretty well? I mean--  
 

LABONGE 
 

I thought so, when you knew people.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
When you were in office, like--  

 
LABONGE 

 
And it was before the computer--it was as the computer age was going, 

excuse me, so, it was just like you knew the people and they'd handle it. 
They'd get it done.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So you'd get pretty decent results from showing up physically?  

 
LABONGE 



 
Oh, absolutely. It's all personal. Yeah, absolutely, you know.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Interesting. So it sounds like you didn't really have to do too much adjusting 

when you got into office, or is that true? Or was there some adjusting?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think so. I was familiar with the council chambers, I was familiar with the 
microphone because I made presentations for Mayor Riordan a lot, and 

coming from a big family. And then even with big John Ferraro, he didn't 
cover everything, and when I was working for him, I'd, at his direction, go to 

a school and make a presentation or some Rotary Club event or whatever 

the case may be.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And how did you pick your staff when you first got elected?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, some of the people helped me on my campaign. It was real good. 
Some of the people I knew a long time. Kathy Jones Irish, I've known her 

twenty years, very effective.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

How did you know her?  

 
LABONGE 

 
She worked for another councilperson, back when I worked for John Ferraro-

-and Jane Galbraith, who was an L.A. Times reporter, and she worked in 
Mayor Riordan's office, so we worked together there on that. Rory Fitzpatrick 

was a lifelong friend, and I always--he worked for the Southern California 
Automobile Club and was an executive for them, but he lived across the 

street in the old neighborhood, and whenever we'd talk, he'd want to talk 
civics, local--who wants to talk about local government? But he did, and he 

was very good about service like Auto Club is, and serving the people.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



So he was here in Silver Lake?  
 

LABONGE 
 

He lived here when I grew up in Silver Lake, and then later on, we were 
friends, through his life. Some of the others were from John's office. Dorothy 

Perez was great and (unclear). And then we go from there, so--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did you have any Koreans on staff?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I made sure we had--yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
To kind of connect with--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, all of them, yeah. Young-Gi Kim, who's now a deputy for Supervisor 

Hahn, for the County of Los Angeles. Jeanne Min, who was the first--who's 
now chief of staff for Mitch O'Farrell, and I remember the nice thank-you 

note she sent. I did want a very diverse staff when we got there. 
Assemblyman Nazarian was on my staff, Adrin Nazarian. He was on my 

staff, and now he's a representative of California as an assemblyman. So 
that's--you give the opportunity to these folks and they do great things, so--  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

When you got onto council, how would you describe the climate on the 
council at that point?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, there was a big change.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
2001.  

 
LABONGE 



 
Nate Holden was still there, Hal Bernson was there, Ruth Galanter was 

there. Forgive me for not calling them all out as well, but there was a real 
change. Joel Wachs had just left. I don't think we ever served a day 

together, but he just retired and went to the Andy Warhol Foundation. So 
there was the old school and the new school, and I remember Hal Bernson in 

the first few days yelling at me, "Hey, LaBonge, don't speak too long," 
because he didn't want to hear some blowhard speech. But I'd made it to 

the microphone, so to speak, and made it to the council, so if I wanted to 
speak, I wanted to speak, but at the same time, I remembered what one of 

my brothers, Chris, said once. "Whenever you're doing a public speech, be 
brief, be brilliant, and be gone." And I heard Hal Bernson yelling at me, and 

then I know John Ferraro down in heaven probably would be saying, "Tom, 
you don't need to talk that much." So I tried to roll back my presentations or 

whatever more correctly than I had in the past. So I do remember that, and 

it was a change in the time period of councils. I should have a list--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And what's--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, all the--Hal Bernson, he's all old school.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

You mean just the--  
 

LABONGE 

 
Just the old school, yeah, right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah, the kind of rift between the old guard and the new--  

 
LABONGE 

 
And the new guard, right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--the new people coming on.  



 
LABONGE 

 
Exactly, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And then I know at that time, too, there was some conflict over the council 

presidency of Alex Padilla. I think that was happening right when you came 
on. Do you remember that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
It could have been, yeah. I don't remember. He was already president, I 

believe.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yes, and they--I read a report somewhere that they were kind of looking to 

you to maybe be a bridge builder between the old and new council.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I think that could be, because I knew all those people. There could 
have been some of that.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you remember feeling that at all?  

 

LABONGE 
 

I remember the L.A. Times. The writers at the L.A. Times there liked me a 
lot then. They were impressed with some of the old stories. I don't know if 

you looked up any of the old L.A. Times stories.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, yeah, that's where I saw that.  
 

LABONGE 
 

"The Rookie," yeah.  
 



NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you remember--did you feel some kind of sense of responsibility to try to 
bridge those divides at all or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I just think--I don't know if I felt like a responsibility, because each 

one is an individual operator of their district, so I couldn't tell them, but at 
least to speak for the city, because secession was a big deal, even though it 

was not right there when I got elected, but soon after, and just to stand up 
for the city, because some of the councilpeople weren't standing up because 

it affected their political careers if they were pro-Valley or whatever the case 
may be. But I always felt confident, and it did help to have twenty-seven 

years of watching everybody work.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right.  

 
LABONGE 

 
I don't know if I answered that question, but I do remember Hal Bernson 

saying, "LaBonge--," you know.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

How did you feel when he said that to you?  
 

LABONGE 

 
I felt it was all right. It's like a rookie in a football camp. They're going to 

make fun of the rookie or tell the rookie what to do. And he had a great 
commitment towards earthquake preparedness, which I kind of--when he 

left, I kind of took on from him. And other things, too, and other stuff as 
well. Greig Smith, who's there now, came back, big earthquake-

preparedness guy.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

The other thing I wanted to ask you about that had happened before you got 
on, but was still percolating in the system was charter reform, which passed 

in June of 1999, and a couple years before you took office. So I guess one 



question I had is, were you involved in that at all when you were on 
Riordan's staff?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Not really, because it really was more of a different shop of Riordan's office, 

more of the policy people and all that, and then many of the people who 
were like--you see people who are involved with the park because they love 

that park or they're involved with that library, they love that library, or they 
have an interest specifically in what the city or county does in the 

relationship. But a lot of people in charter reform were--I don't want to say--
thinkers, who were thinkers, who that's what they thought about, this 

structure and all that. Instead of the people, they thought about the 
structure, and you've got to change and reform the charter, whatever the 

case may be. And they did get rid of--well, they (unclear) term limits earlier 

than that for charter reform. They talked about it, because Joel Wachs ran 
for mayor, when he ran for mayor, and he talked about neighborhood 

councils because they had them in Seattle. I'd never seen Joel or some of 
his deputies--I knew his deputy, Greg Nelson, who was the biggest guy--

were never--and I'm still trying to get baseball fields in Griffith Park. I don't 
know if I was working for Peggy Stevenson or if I was still just going to 

college, trying to get baseball fields, and I met with Greg Nelson, who was 
Joel Wachs' guy, because he was the district representative there. But as 

much as they talked about neighborhood councils, I don't know if they really 
were neighborhood people as much. They were--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
On the council?  

 

LABONGE 
 

No, on the council, in a way, but they were more focused on a policy than as 
far as--if you have a block captain in the neighborhood who cares about the 

neighborhood, who probably checks on everybody, that's a different person. 
There's a lot of people in the neighborhood council movement, who are more 

philosophical on policy, which is less practical on getting whatever they want 
done.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you remember any examples of when--of you seeing that?  

 
LABONGE 



 
Well, I just know--I remember that--and Greg Nelson told me this--they'd 

rather do something in a neighborhood park than Griffith Park because no 
one knows who the councilman is in Griffith Park because everybody comes 

from all over. "But if we take care of a neighborhood park, they'll know we 
took care of it." I remember him telling me. And I like Greg. He's a nice guy, 

he was, and all that stuff. We played baseball together. We played with 
Raphe (Raphael Sonenshein). There's a whole city hall team, which was very 

good. Roddy Wright mentioned everybody who was on that time. It was a 
pretty good, fun bunch of people who, on Thursday nights, played baseball 

in the city. But I just think that the philosophical difference. It was, in a way, 
some people's golf game, if I can use that term, to be involved with 

neighborhoods instead of trying to just get what they want done, and not 
necessarily be a thorn in the side, but be a partner in trying to find the 

solution to the problem that the neighborhood had.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So was your sense that the neighborhood councils didn't really promote that 

or didn't work that way?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think they were given wrong direction in the beginning.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

In what sense?  
 

LABONGE 

 
"Here's your scope. Do whatever you want to do in the way," instead of, 

say--and I don't--I should be fair right now and to say I don't know all, 
because I've been out, and what has transformed, but if you're interested in 

public works, there should be an easy way for you to articulate your 
concerns for the public works for your neighborhoods. I even look at streets 

now, and I remember Dianne Feinstein, I once gave her a ride somewhere 
and we were talking and she was saying how wherever she goes--she was a 

U.S. senator then, but it's from her mayor's days--she would always look at 
the curbs and sidewalks, the bus shelter, the bus bench, all that. It was 

interesting to see that. Right now, I see certain streets that need safety 
attention, and I don't know who's looking out for that. It's pretty simple.  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
So it sounds to me, what I'm hearing, that your sense was that the 

neighborhood councils were not really thinking at that practical level or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

I don't know what training that got to say, "Here's how to get things done at 
city hall." You know, "Nothing happens unless you get a consensus. You 

work with your council office. They have a cycle of funding projects."  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So were they connected to--like, let's talk about your district. I mean, what 
kind of connectivity did you have to the neighborhood councils?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think when I found out, too--and this is in my own neighborhood, 
Silver Lake--I'd stop by on my way home, and I was--you know, after a long 

day. But, yet, I don't think they were schooled by the neighborhood council. 
And, mind you, there's many alterations of time, have gone back, but I 

remember ten or fifteen years ago when they were starting, I would go and 
stop by just to say hello, and the guy who ran it would wait till the end, 

which common courtesy--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

You mean to introduce you or say--  
 

LABONGE 

 
Give me a minute or two to say hello or goodbye or, "What do you need?" A 

lot of times, they went through the channels of their department instead of 
going to their political office and saying, "This is what we need." I remember 

talking to a cinematographer and he was saying, "You put your thumbs 
together and you say, 'This is the shot you want.'" I've used that to tell 

community leadership, "Focus on what you want, just right in there. You can 
just put yourself on a track where you're running laps instead of getting 

what you want done over the course of time."  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Is that what you were seeing in your own districts, with the neighborhood 
council?  



 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I saw some of that, some people, yeah, right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were there any that were doing it more effectively?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I found that, again, my criticism, because I've been out of the game and I'm 

not totally familiar with everything, but sometimes a person who just was 
focused on their neighborhood knew how to speak directly to what they 

wanted and said, "You've got to handle it, and you try to figure out how to 

handle it," where now they wanted to be part of the process to think about it 
and review it. I just felt it was a--I think they could do a better way, but, 

again, I'm out of it, so I don't really know. There's 100 of them in this city, 
more than there are neighborhood names of the city, I think, and I think I'd 

rather see them structured to support our parks, our libraries, to the extent 
of the schools. I think it helps when someone has a child in the school, in a 

way that makes that connection there, public works issues, water, power 
issues, more than--sometimes they get way out of what is the city's 

purview. I just think sometimes the old--like the--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Can you give me an example?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Probably some things that are more on the federal level of politics.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
That the neighborhood councils were talking about?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, right. I'd rather see them focus on the neighborhoods, as opposed to 

what's going on in Sacramento and Washington or whatever the case may 
be.  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
Do you remember any issues like that or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
I can't pull it right out of my head, but I felt that. I also felt the department, 

the department was isolated a little from you. They wanted to be 
independent--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
The neighborhood council?  

 
LABONGE 

 

--instead of, I think, that everybody should try to be a team. This is just my 
feeling. But also I ran fast, Becky, through there, and I tried to cut red tape 

because of relationships.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So structurally, then--this is interesting to me--there was no connectivity 
between your office and the neighborhood councils?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right. Our deputies were--to work with them, but there was no like--we 

would have community councils, and just try to hear what people wanted to 
say and interact, but I didn't know of any structure that--  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

You sort of shared some ideas of how you thought maybe that could have 
been done better, but do you think that the idea of those neighborhood 

councils could have worked better if maybe it was set up a little bit 
differently or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think maybe a little bit, and also--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
In what way? Can you share--  



 
LABONGE 

 
Underneath anything in the parks department, you've got to have a, "I'm on 

the neighborhood council for this neighborhood. These are the five parks 
here in your region of your neighborhood council." Make sure you're there to 

support the parks, to support the parks in the cities, not to be anti-park, not 
to put restrictions around a park so people can't park there. You live near a 

park, you've got to expect the public. Some great woman who was a park 
activist--forgive me for not remembering names--made that statement. So 

there's some people who are restrictive of, like, they don't want to see any 
filming in their neighborhood. Well, you know, we live in Los Angeles. Big 

industry's Hollywood. We want that. Well, they don't want it.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
They're voicing that in these neighborhood councils?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, or something like that. So it's just--I did see it. I also think I was a 

little bit of a generation time where I was very active within the structure of 
the octopus of city government, so you don't have to go through that line. I 

could solve it for you if you say this is what you want. I remember this one 
guy--and they still haven't fixed the bridge, and I said, "Let's go walk and 

look at it." "Well, I've got to go." He's still in the process, because maybe 
they didn't--maybe they wanted to try to fix it. Maybe they didn't want the 

politician to fix it because the politician may take credit or whatever. I don't 
know. But I specifically remember asking this guy, and to this day, we've 

never spent any time together, but he's involved in Griffith Park. And I said, 

"Let's take a walk and look at it." "Oh, I can't right now." That may have 
been five or ten years ago, and they still haven't done what they want, but 

eventually they'll get it and they'll say, "We did it," as opposed to trying to 
just get it done. So there's a little of that competitiveness.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
It sounds like there was a sense of disconnect with their representatives, I 

mean with the politicians, like you or others who'd been on council. Is that 
your feeling participating in the neighborhood council now?  

 
LABONGE 

 



Yeah, but, again, I want to say I want to be fair, because I was old school, 
and "Tell me what your problem is. We'll fix it," type of thing.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What makes this more new school? I mean--  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think it's probably because it's more bureaucratic in how they do it. I tried 

to stay away from bureaucracy. I tried to just get it done. I think that's 
something that would be worth having a conversation with the current ones, 

to see how they do that, because sometimes then it's their problem because 
they can't get it together instead of it's really your problem, you're the--you 

know, politicians know how to say, "Well, it's not really my problem." They 

learn that if they're any good.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So it sounds like there was quite a disconnect between--  
 

LABONGE 
 

For me I think it was. Now, I was very close to neighborhood groups, 
although I did have a fight with Hancock Park because of the concrete 

streets, and they didn't understand that. I didn't feel I could do that without 
doing it for these other neighborhoods, too, at the time. We ultimately did it 

through a contract exemption, which was legal from, like I said, the LAX 
pavers, from that. But it is, I just wonder--I never put a memo together at 

the end. I wanted to, but something happened at the end of my campaign, 

with my staff even. People went different directions, and probably the year 
before I left, I should have done the "This is what we did," you know, in 

order just so I could hand someone a paper.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do a memo like on this issue you mean or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, on the issue, on what we did to get Silver Lake Reservoir fixed, what 
we did to get the Observatory funded. It started in 1992 with John Ferraro 

leading the way, and I was encouraging John as his staff, because he had 



this new district that covered not just Wilshire area, but it covered Los Feliz 
and that part of the community, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
That's interesting hearing your thoughts on the neighborhood councils, 

because that was such a central part of charter reform too. I think it's 
considered one of the big things that came out of that. But it seems like your 

sense of things is that maybe it's not quite working as effectively as things 
could be or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah. And then, another aspect of charter reform was oversight of the LAPD-
-shifting a bit--that that was kind of ramped up a little bit.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, there were very serious problems. There was Rampart Division, and 

they had two different locations, so they weren't in the same house, so it's 
like a husband and wife living in two houses and trying to keep the family 

together. And there was a gang unit down on 3rd Street near Union Avenue 
and Rampart Station was up on Temple Street and Benton Way. Physically, 

they weren't in the same place, but they just--and then there's got to be 
structure like on a team, and that didn't work. There was all the controversy 

around, constantly, the LAPD from the Daryl Gates era to the Willie Williams 

to the Bernard Parks era to William Bratton's era, and now we had Charlie 
Beck and Mike Moore, so now the current.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
How was your own thinking about the LAPD evolving during your time in 

office? Was it? Did you feel like your thoughts about the police were 
changing at all, or was it kind of staying--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, now, remind me of--my grandfather was LAPD, from 1916 to 1943 or 

something, and then I also coached the LAPD football for five years. There 
was a great captain from Wilshire, Joe DeLadurantey, and he gave me the 



1981 essay by James Q. Wilson on broken windows. He was really trying to 
do something, really trying to do something, as others were, and you see 

this involvement that is taking place, really trying. There's some wonderful 
police officers. I think more citizens know their local police officer than 

probably any other public employee except maybe the people who are real 
good visitors to the library or very park-orientated. They don't probably 

know who their councilperson is, but they know who is their librarian or their 
park rec director for their kids or on down the line, as I mentioned. So the 

police officer was the one who had the job of knowing--had to know the 
community outside. Well, you go to the library, you go to the park, but the 

police officer had to go to the neighborhood and go to there, so this whole 
transformation, trying to be supportive of the police department, because 

it's a tough job. I always felt--and I remember I was early on the job, like in 
the seventies, at a red light and it was late at night and there was a police 

car next to me. All they are is people we went to high school with who have 

this job. They're not like devils. But at the same time, they have an 
enormous job, and life and death matters, and fighting in fear and all these 

other compound factors. It's very difficult to think about those jobs for those 
people, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
It sounds like you had kind of a real empathy for police officers and the sort 

of work that they had to do.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, yeah. And coaching the football team helped, too, because they were 
citywide police officers. I remember the day when--forgive me for not 

remembering--there was an explosion of a bomb in a garage and two 

officers were killed, and we were having practice at City College. And you 
saw these guys, man, some of their own went down that day, how they 

reacted, how terrible it was. Then, I remember, one time we were playing a 
game in San Francisco and it was cheaper to stay in Oakland, but we came 

in to see the Fisherman's Wharf and drink a little beer and whatever. We're 
going home on the BART and we're all tired and we're all sitting in different 

seats in the coach car, and, all of a sudden, at Lake Merritt station, a guy 
grabs a woman's purse. He didn't know all these cops were there--within 

two seconds, all twelve cops were out the door chasing this guy, and as they 
got to the college, I remember one of the sergeants said, "All right. You guys 

go that way! You guys go that way!" It was like right out of the movies, and 
I was running way behind. They chased the guy all the way to a project that 

the guy lived in, a housing development, and he threw the purse down. They 
got it back to the woman. But they had instinct immediately to respond even 



though we were out of town, we're not--that was an important thing to see 
and watch, and how they--so, being close to it. All of us need to be of 

greater good in some ways. It's just very tough for them trying to be the 
ones who are the judge and jury, almost, out on the street, trying to provide 

help and justice to different people. But they're the one department that is 
close to--and more people know the police officer of their district's name if 

they're involved in the community than any other name of anybody at the 
city except their, probably, elected official because they see that on the 

news or on the ballot.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I'm hearing that you really had a sense of appreciation for the difficulties of 
the job and how good they could be, in some cases, if they were under 

pressure and just having to deal with all the danger and everything on the 

job. I guess I'm trying to come up with the right question here, because, I 
mean, the LAPD--I showed you that book by Max Felker-Kantor last time.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah. Right. I talked about it. I know, I know.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I mean, the LAPD has certainly come under a lot of criticism over the years. 

Maybe it was more about certain areas of L.A. where that was more 
pronounced than others.  

 
LABONGE 

 

Well, hey, I'd (hear) stories from the police officers, "This is what we do to 
take care of this neighborhood," and--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you ever feel a kind of sense of critique about how they were working, or 

certain things that you felt maybe they weren't doing appropriately? Or 
could you--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah. Let's see. When a police officer was cocky or arrogant, I never liked 

that at all, if they were that type of individual who thought they were above 
the people. I happened to see so many who were for people and could tell 



you stories how whoever the young person was tormented the 
neighborhood, so he got tormented when we caught him or something like 

that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Were you aware of some of the concerns that other--that maybe 
councilpeople in other districts, like in South Central or some of the more 

heavily Latino, African American districts, that they had some pretty intense 
concerns about police brutality and over-policing of people of color?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, or, like, Zev was very big on the--when the LAPD had a--I had the 

acronym of the unit, Public Disorder Intelligence--whatever it was. I 

remember early on, because when I was there, I was the deputy (unclear). 
There were big arguments about that, and that challenge, I got that. I was a 

football player. There were officials on the game, and so if you made a 
mistake, you got penalized for making a mistake. I, also, after reading the 

broken-windows concept, I believe in broken windows. I believe you've got 
to keep up neighborhoods. I know it's overwhelming from other 

neighborhoods. It would be interesting to see if others, instead of being 
more policy-driven, were more community-driven, what difference it would 

make in a geographic area of the city when there's more service to keep 
things up and not have the broken-window concept. And the broken-window 

concept gets mixed up, Becky, when they think it's--there's another 
philosophy where you give everybody a ticket every time, so when you need 

to throw them in jail, they probably didn't pay their warrant. That's not--
that's something--I forget what that policing's called. Just taking care of 

neighborhoods is a good thing, I believe. I often thought, too, if we got 

people walking, the neighborhood would walk, crime would go down, 
because people who are bad people don't like to be around people. They like 

to kind of come up where there's nobody. So there's a little philosophy, 
maybe a little bit different, but, yes, we all come from different 

neighborhoods, and that's a very pointed, good question that I feel--I never-
-there's a guy named Joe South who had a song called "Walk a Mile in My 

Shoes." Just that title of the song, had I walked a mile in the east side of Los 
Angeles or the south side, maybe I (would) have a totally different feeling. I 

have empathy for friends of mine, friends of my sons, who come from a 
diverse background who probably get jacked a little more than someone who 

came from Silver Lake. But I do remember the cops who I coached, one guy 
said one day, "Hey, man, did you get jacked by a police officer when you 

were growing up?"  

 



And I said, "No." "Well, why do you make us run so much?" Because I would 
make them run in drills and push them real hard because of the need to be 

successful on the football field. I do remember getting stopped by a police 
officer on the street down here, Hyperion Avenue. "Where do you live?" I 

said, "Over there." "'Over there' don't count. Where do you live?" And I 
thought, jeez, I was just telling him I live over there. But he was very--

(almost like) right punching me in the face, I'm sure, not physically, but in 
the way he talked to me. I'm sure others of different colors have had more 

roughhouse treatment than I. I got kicked out of a dance once by an LAPD 
police officer at Immaculate Heart High School. He showed me his badge. 

"Get out of here." I don't think I was doing anything wrong, but--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did you think about this kind of thing much, or was this a concern when you 

were on the city council?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I was pro city and pro good service to the city and I knew a lot of good 
cops, so it was hard to believe there was a real bad cop, but there probably 

was a real bad cop like there's a real bad somebody else, you know, in the 
city administration. It's a very tough question. I just think--and I went to--

the International Visitors Council had something at the Watts Labor Action 
Committee, and Tim Watkins, who's Ted Watkins' son, was down there, and 

they were all there. I asked them, "Do you--?" After listening, I asked the 
question, "Do any of you walk?" Because I walk in Griffith Park. Now, it's a 

diverse part of the city, but everybody who walks on that mountain is from a 
different place in the world, and you're exposed to it. I said to myself, 

"Maybe people aren't exposed to others--." This neighborhood has been 

pretty diverse as I grew up in it. I played football on diverse football teams 
of players from all backgrounds, both here and at City College, and I played 

a little in San Luis Obispo, but I didn't do too well. But, so, I said to this 
group down there, "How many of you hike?" And maybe twelve hiked out of 

a hundred people. I thought to myself, boy, if everybody mixed in the street 
and no one's trashing the park ground and no one's playing loud music as 

they're hiking so you can hear the birds, you say hello. I've learned all my 
foreign language greetings from the trails of Griffith Park. 

"Annyeonghaseyo," "Salamat," "Arigato," all the way down the line, "Xièxiè," 
"Buenos dias," all the way.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 



I just wonder, though, because, if you take like an area like South Central or 
some of those communities that are--that have had deeper, longer histories 

of segregation, job loss, economic challenges, and, I mean, the segregation 
piece of that is--As a historian, I know that that was very strong and it really 

limited the kind of sense of mobility and a sense of freedom and opportunity. 
Then, with that police presence there, it's just a very different kind of 

context, and maybe even to the point where people in some of those 
communities wouldn't have felt as free to come and walk in some of these 

public parts of L.A. I think it's a really different type of context, and I just 
wonder, maybe as a councilperson, was it challenging in some way to kind of 

be able to have an appreciation for sort of what might have been happening 
in some of these other districts that was--  

 
LABONGE 

 

Well, the death is a big thing. All the multiple murders were very tough. The 
gang violence was very tough. You had compassion for that. You look at 

things, too--the other thing, too, is I've been places in the city. It was great 
to work citywide, for me, so you had a feeling for all these areas. That's why 

I believe in cleanup. We had beautification projects citywide that I ran for 
Riordan, which was very important, which people greatly appreciated. And 

you don't know what, in the dark of night, what happens. Do people get 
jacked up? They probably get jacked up, and that has a memory. You 

remember that, so there's some separation there. I also think for me, 
because I did--when I coached, you also got on a school bus and went all 

over the place. I remember when we were playing Belmont High School 
when I was coaching the JVs, somebody shot a gun at our bench, from 

across Beverly Boulevard, and I think--and this is long before there were all 
these strict rules that we have now. I just told everybody, "Everybody, put 

your helmets on! Stay low!" instead of like doing what the--it's a very good 

point.  

 

I just think music, art, dance, athletics, culture is very important for us to 
have and establish and relate to. I almost wish that maybe there were 

partnerships. Now, we're going off base just a little here, but when the big--
and I read--I gave it away. I just mailed it yesterday to one of the city--one 

of our school's historians. I had all my--you probably would have liked to 
have seen it, Becky, so if you do, I can get it back from the guy, because--

but my high school newspapers. And they had stories about the war, they 
had stories about drugs, stories about other stuff, but the stories of the 

times, that were there for people to live through, the challenges that were 
there for people to live through. I mean, the riots seemed like an eternity, 

but it was just not quite twenty years ago, '92, 2101, 2112. Oh, it's thirty 



years ago. Excuse me. I mean, it just goes by so fast, and how people are 
living and the changing neighborhoods, that goes up. You know, the two 

factions of the street gangs, and one were the Bloods and one were the 
Crips, but they came together because Latino gangs came and they were--

there was a different thing going on on the street now--all those challenges. 
There's no way to stop it to where you can make a correction that day. It's a 

long struggle and a long fight. I was fortunate to grow up in the 
neighborhood I lived in, no question about it, and had a big family and had 

brothers. I told you about that fight we got in in Burbank at the--and my 
brother gave me the best advice. I called him, "Hey, these guys jumped us," 

(unclear). He said, "Come home," which was good.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Well, okay. I'll shift gears a little bit.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, I know. I got caught--I lost it. Yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Let's talk about Griffith Park--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Sure.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

--because I know that Griffith Park has been a really important part of your 
own personal history, and I read one profile of you that talked about how 

you started doing your daily hikes there in 1978.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Seventy-eight.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Does that sound about right?  
 

LABONGE 
 



That's it.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Can you tell me how that all started?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, here, first of all, okay, I grew up in Silver Lake, had seven brothers, 
was a Boy Scout, and there's the greatest public space right in our 

neighborhood. There's a pool. I remember learning to swim at the Griffith 
Park pool, and I remember the city lifeguard saying, "Pretend you're picking 

fruit. Take the apple from the tree, put it in the basket," for the sidestroke. I 
remember the trains when you were little kids, remember before the 

freeway, and all this stuff, which I think I mentioned a little for you on that. 

But there's a physical piece of land there, but the real thing was I was at city 
hall. I'd been on Mayor Bradley's Youth Council. I worked the summer 

program for community beautification. I got a full-time job with Peggy 
Stevenson and I worked for two and a half years for her, but I never 

traveled. I remember I had an English teacher in high school who bragged 
about traveling and all that stuff, so I said, "I've got to travel." So I traveled 

for eleven weeks. In Europe, when you're there, it's a different culture, how 
you sit and talk and meet. They drink beer, they smoke cigarettes, they eat 

food, but then they take a walk.  

 

So I thought--and I always did walk or hike a little, but then we had dogs, 
too. I was still living at home. Duffy and Zeke were the dogs, and they 

needed to be walked, but no one would walk them, so I started going every 
day to Griffith Park, which I have basically from 1978. And you go to the 

Griffith Park Observatory parking lot, which is totally different today than it 

was, because there's more streetlights and all these other things. But you 
climb the mountain, and your dogs jump out of the car and run up the hill 

and all that stuff. You climb and you make friends, and I made friends, 
because that's what I was trying to tell about that visitors thing. On a trail, 

you make friends, whatever, unless you have your head down. You make 
friends. "Hello. Good morning." So that started me on this, and I loved the 

park, and it was good. And then I remember working for Mayor--I was 
working for John Ferraro and there was activists who were a small group of 

the advisory group, and I said, "It's got to be bigger than that. We've got to 
create a working group of everybody." And we created a much larger group, 

which included people who operate the zoo or operate the Autry Museum or 
a representative thereof, or the Observatory. So everybody kind of got in 

the room and talked and met and discussed things.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So this was the only kind of body that was looking after Griffith Park or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, there was--yeah, but it was a small group of activists who were strictly 

one side of the equation. They were not for sports fields or anything like 
that. They were for just butterflies, something like that.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And when was this, like eighties?  

 

LABONGE 
 

I think in the eighties, nineties.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And it was strictly the park, like not the zoo or other--  
 

LABONGE 
 

No, not the zoo, just the park itself, not the Greek, but just basically the 
Observatory, not what goes on inside, but just the beauty of the place. But it 

built and built, and you tried to create this body of a working group to find--  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you join that group or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah. Well, I think I helped create it, too. I remember they used to charge a 

dollar to get in, and there was a fight and we helped stop the dollar fee for 
Griffith Park. You know, they did--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Oh, a dollar to get into the park?  

 
LABONGE 



 
Uh-huh, yeah--after Prop (Proposition) 13. And I remember we met Griffith 

Jenkins, Griffith's grandson, you know, who was--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

How big was this group, this advisory group?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Oh, it was like me and a few guys from high school, but we were all out of 
high school. John Rotondi, R-o-t-o-n-d-i, he was the head of the Griffith Park 

Action Council.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
So it was just a small group.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Small group, but we had a big name. We nominated and made the 

Mulholland (Memorial) Fountain a monument. We made Hyperion Bridge a 
monument, the old fire station in Hollywood a monument.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Like a historic cultural--  

 
LABONGE 

 

Right. And the Observatory a monument. We filed the paperwork, if you 
went down and see.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So your group, this group--  

 
LABONGE 

 
But I let my buddy be the titled name, even though I filled it all out, because 

I was working for the city, so I didn't want to be like working for the city and 
making these applications for designation, because then I should be going 

through the process. I was just working for Peggy Stevenson at the time, so 



I wanted to--but we wanted to get it done, but I couldn't do it as a city 
employee, so to speak.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And what exactly was the name of the group?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Griffith Park Action Council.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Okay. And, then, so you said, you helped form the group?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Right.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

But you had a somewhat different opinion about how things ought to be in 
the park from some of the other people?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, I wanted to try to get things done or whatever with ball fields.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Okay, yeah. Okay. And I guess what--I mean, in your mind--  
 

LABONGE 
 

But the biggest thing that I could say is--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, tell me.  
 

LABONGE 
 

--is when John Ferraro had redistricting, he got Griffith Park, so I worked for 
the man who was the elected official that had Griffith Park. John, great guy, 



knew a lot about many things, especially how to run the city, but he wasn't 
as familiar with Griffith Park as I was, and I was able to push things, through 

him, for the good of the park. If I was doing good for the city and the 
district, John was all for it. You know, it wasn't individual. When the time 

came to cut the ribbon, John was there, or to dedicate whatever, he was 
there. He was the man, but I was the runner below.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What was your vision for Griffith Park? I mean, maybe even going back 

before you were on council. Did you ever think of like other big urban parks 
in the U.S. or even Europe, like, that seemed like role models for you or--  

 
LABONGE 

 

I saw that when I traveled, okay.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What parks did you really admire or think that maybe Griffith Park could 
kind of emulate in some way?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I also thought Griffith Park was a little tired, and the neighborhood 

maybe rejected some things, but I wanted to be as much in love with Griffith 
Park as I was. I wanted you to hike to the top of the mountain so you could 

see the sunrise and the sunset, which was so impactful, and be--and it goes 
back to Joel Wachs and Greg Nelson, you know, Greg, his guy. Well, more 

people know in the neighborhood what you do in their neighborhood park 

than they do in Griffith Park because everybody's citywide. I didn't care 
about that thing; I cared more about making it right. I was an usher when I 

was in high school, at the Greek Theatre. Before that, I was a Boy Scout, we 
hiked in there. Before that, I was a LaBonge boy. We played in Griffith Park 

in so many different ways, so it always had something very special. I did 
study about Central Park, and I did go to Central Park in '98, and later in life 

I have, too, seen Golden Gate Park, Balboa Park, Stanley Park in Vancouver. 
So I always was kind of a park guy.  

 

I think if you could say, look what did Tom LaBonge did, one of the things I 

did is advocate for parks and improvements. We had a Proposition A, which 
is a county thing, and then we had a press conference with community 

leaders and John Ferraro up there, and John spoke in support of it, too. He 



understood the importance of parks. He was from a big family, so I think 
that was key on that. And as I look at it, people are looking for public space, 

so they want to be in public space. It's tough on a neighborhood, but you've 
got to balance out if you live next to it. I often wonder if the park boundary 

was not where it is now, but Los Feliz Boulevard, because all those people 
don't like all these people driving through their streets, but those are public 

streets.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Were there other aspects of some of those other parks that you saw that 
you felt could somehow enhance Griffith Park or--  

 
LABONGE 

 

Well, I think they also--here's the other thing, too, Becky. I think a lot of 
people, it was cooler--these other parks were cooler. Well, I think Griffith 

Park was just as good, as cool. I have a lot of pride in Los Angeles and 
Griffith Park, so I wanted to fight for it. Even in our own area, they talk 

about some park around, but not Griffith Park. I always loved my 
neighborhood park, and that was Griffith Park.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What do you love about it?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Its open space, the mountains, you could see some nature, the view of the 

city. It's very special, it's very poetic. So it was kind of special, and then, 

like I said, I think, last time, in '92 we were able to close the upper roads, 
because of road repair needs, and then it became nature walks, and so it all 

worked out in the end, so--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you have any particular memories that really stand out for you in your 
time that you've spent in that park hiking or whatever?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think sharing it a lot. I did a Huell Howser thing. Someone said it was 

on (television) the other night. Sharing the park, seeing more people come, 
I think that's a good thing. It's a life-changing habit for people. If I could 



have one job right today, it would be to be the head guy in the park to get 
things done, because there's a lot that could be done working with Youth 

Corps and training, in a way.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What were your own goals for what you wanted to do in the park?  
 

LABONGE 
 

As a councilperson?  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yes.  

 
LABONGE 

 
I wanted to buy more land because it was threatened. That was a big thing, 

which we ultimately did. We bought and got 138 acres west of the Hollywood 
sign. That was very big. I wanted to restore more of the trains, which are 

getting rotted away, which is not complete. I wanted to get baseball fields, 
which I worked with the community, but they rejected it, unfortunately. That 

is not complete.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What was driving your desire to try to get more baseball fields or sports 
fields?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Well, when I played baseball--my brothers, when they played, they played in 
Griffith Park. When I played, they took away the fields and I played in 

Hollywood. And I'm--like I said--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

That was when the freeways were coming through and--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, right. You're right, you're right. You're very good, Becky. So then, I 
had to play in Hollywood, and I wanted--"Okay. Now I'm a councilman. I can 



bring this back for my neighborhood." But there was still argument and 
confusion and it didn't solve. I also felt I didn't have a--John Ferraro was a 

very special man to me and he allowed me to do things in the benefit of the 
district and the city, and there was a few people on my staff who had some 

of those qualities, but, mind you, I worked for that district for sixteen years, 
I worked for the 4th District that I ultimately represented, so I knew a lot for 

that. And there wasn't someone who was on my staff that had that extra 
love for the park to make stuff happen that I made happen when I worked 

for John.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So did you feel like you weren't able to get as much done as you wanted to?  
 

LABONGE 

 
You kind of feel it now because you didn't get it done, whatever it is, but I 

think that was--Rory Fitzpatrick died in the latter years. He was great at 
getting things done. And there was a person on the staff who I realized at 

the end when they told me something, that they did things that they 
thought were better than what I thought.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Like what?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Like not making the park up there near Lake Hollywood. There's a bunch of 

public land. I wanted to get an easement through so people could walk from 

the Cahuenga Pass to the Hollywood sign, it's a park. Casually, they 
mentioned to me in the last months of my term, "Well, we promised we'd 

never make it a park up there." When they said that, I froze, because that 
was my goal from day one.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Who was doing this?  

 
LABONGE 

 
This was Renee Weitzer, who's a beloved planning deputy for the district, 

but she went overboard. She did what she thought was better than what I 
had--  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So she was working at cross-purposes with what you wanted?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I believe so. This was a casual conversation that I had with her towards the 

end, and when she said that, I just froze, because in the L.A. Times, that 
"Tom LaBonge took the seat," it said, "and he wants to expand the park to 

Cahuenga Pass." I thought, man, did anything come over her desk that she 
kind of put in the trashcan that could have expanded the park, because land 

is the king. They don't make anymore. That's what Will Rogers said. And 
they were so helpful--Will Rogers; excuse me--the Trust for Public Land in 

getting that 138 acres that I did ask my staff person Renee to help first 

because she was there before. She didn't do anything, was not successful. 
Then, I'd asked another person, who's doing a great job for Mitch O'Farrell 

now, Jeanne Min. She was in the middle of having her family, which is great. 
That's a good thing. That's a good thing. But I asked another person, 

Carolyn Ramsey, who got it done, who knew how to work, organize, and get 
it done, and I scratched my head at the end because it took a long fight. It 

wasn't like a takeoff of an airport, where you get in the jet and, boom, you 
go and you get the land. It took a long time to do this, multiple years, till we 

finally got it. Then I hear her at the end of my career saying we did this, and 
I'd never had this conversation with her. I just stopped talking because it 

hurt a lot, because you count on people to help you, but you figure they 
probably at some time said, "Well, we won't do this." And I love the people 

that are up there, but there's a balance. Now, that has changed because the 
GPS is everywhere and tells everybody to go down every back alley and 

small neighborhood street.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Is this the same as the Beachwood Canyon area then?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, it's the Beachwood Canyon scene. Yeah, it's the other side of 

Beachwood.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Okay. So this is a part of--  
 



LABONGE 
 

There's Lake Hollywood, then there's Beachwood Canyon there right next to 
each other. But that particular point, now that we're talking here, it really 

was hurtful, and I've talked once or twice, and I'm polite when I see the 
person. I've never said this to her, directly to her, but I've expressed it to 

others how disappointed I was. Because there was a--Betty Ford (Center) 
had land, their hospital--and they had land in the Hollywood hills that 

someone gave them, and I just wondered, did it come across somebody's 
desk that said, "Here, you can buy Betty Ford's land"? But it never got to my 

desk? It never happened, and then it's gone forever. But this was this 
particular person who thought she was smarter--and she wanted to please 

the people more. I have to make decisions that don't please people. If I can 
get more park land, that's good for the future of Los Angeles. It can be 

organized in other which ways, but it was something when it happens. I 

remember John Ferraro's wife, Margaret, telling John, "Watch out for your 
deputies. Make sure they do the right thing," when I was driving him once. 

So then I was--I mean, I never went out of line with John, although once I 
wanted to go to KRLA Radio for Johnny Hayes' day, and he said, "Don't leave 

without me," and then finally said, "Go," because he couldn't make it. But 
that's an old DJ that was being honored. But I just--that was something.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So it sounds like you felt kind of undermined by--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, mm-hmm.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I did want to ask you about that, because that definitely was an issue that 
was kind of a hot issue during your time on the council, that whole conflict.  

 
LABONGE 

 
The purchase of the land or the--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah, and maybe we can just back up, because I was kind of wanting you to 

talk me through what happened there, and in terms of the whole conflict 
between the homeowners up in that area versus, I guess, you and others 



who wanted that access for tourists and others to go up there. Can you sort 
of just talk me through how it all unfolded?  

 
LABONGE 

 
In the beginning, when I've always been a park guy, always been a park guy 

and wanted to expand the park, but there was nobody in the park 
department thinking long term, how do you get this land. All of a sudden, 

I'm running for office, I say, "Boy, we should buy that land," so we started 
on the track to buy the land. The guys who ultimately sold it to the city 

bought it before we did. We should have got it from the Trust. No one was 
watching out at the time, any which way in the parks department or 

whomever, and maybe that's its own thing, that the neighborhood didn't 
want it because let the sleeping land lie.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Because they were being pretty vocal and--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think there's that. They wanted the land bought. They didn't want 
development. They did get a great benefit from John Ferraro where he 

bought the land that was going to be housing, which would have changed 
everything. They would have had housing. There wouldn't be all the park 

that they have or the walk around Lake Hollywood if Jefferson Development 
built where they would--I can show this to you when we take a ride-around. 

So there would have been some restrictions had there been physical housing 
there.  

 

You know, I said this this morning when I was hiking: There's a lot of people 
in Santa Monica Mountains who want a park, but they don't want people. 

They want a park because they don't want any more development. They 
want a park because they look out of their balcony in Studio City or in Laurel 

Canyon and they see open space, but they don't want anybody on it. I got 
that, but there should be trail access for all parks. So anyway, this was like a 

march from the beginning. I always wanted this done and never got off the 
ground, never got off the ground. And then, finally, it got completed. It was 

because of one person who was caring and smart enough to do it, but not 
knowing that this one person ditched the idea from me multiple years, and it 

was very--  
 

NICOLAIDES 



 
This, your staff--this--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Renee Weitzer, who was, like I said, beloved, but she should have come to 

me and said whatever she wanted to say and not defeat, which was bad. But 
the other problem, too, was the parks department is good at recreation 

centers, but not necessarily good in urban nature zones, and so there was a 
conflict. There were a number of times I asked them to come to me to the 

mountain, the big cheeses, but they didn't. They couldn't--They were coming 
from other places, and they never did go up to the top of the mountain to 

see the land from where I saw. Anyway--and, in fact, one point, too, on this 
particular issue. When they opened up the upper road for Griffith Park on the 

Hollywood sign issue, they told me the day before they were going to do a 

test, which--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Who's "they"?  
 

LABONGE 
 

The head of the parks department, who's a very thoughtful person, but for 
whatever reason, either I was leaving office and they didn't care what I 

thought or they didn't care what I thought anyway. I think they do a poor 
job on nature--Elysian Park's a beautiful park, but if you drive through it, 

you could come up with a list of twenty-five things that you could do this 
weekend to make it a better park that's not being done now . They don't 

have gardener-caretakers assigned to some of the beautiful spots. They are 

just mow-and-blow, which means they run in, pick up trash, and go. It's 
very difficult--I know everybody's got a difficult job, but I'm letting some 

steam off because you asked me there. So this all goes along, and in the 
middle of this, GPS gets developed, so people say how to get to the 

Hollywood sign, it tells you go right up past Sheila's, or whoever lives up on 
the hill.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Who's Sheila? Oh--  

 
LABONGE 

 



Sheila Irani, who was a good person, who's a community leader who worked 
for me, but also probably is disappointed there's overwhelming people there. 

But they have a big public lake called Hollywood, and their land value is high 
because of the public amenities around it, whether it's a mountain with no 

development--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So they're not wanting public access to--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, the parks department didn't create--the parks probably said, "Listen. 
We're going to try for forty-five days, vans up, Beachwood. You live on 

Beachwood, you're going to see traffic. You see traffic right now because 

everybody's got to go there. You see a bus come up here. We're going to 
have vans, and maybe twenty an hour. We won't make any noise. We'll just 

go straight into the park and see what happens." They'd probably make a 
ton of money for the parks system and alleviate personal cars.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And then what happened?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Then they--well, obviously, I'm not in office. A new councilman's in there, 

and he wants to see the problem go away, and the city attorney, so they 
don't stand up for the people and the parks. They stand up for, "Okay, you 

can put a gate up," which is wrong, which is wrong.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So that's kind of caving more towards what the homeowners up there--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, right, right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
It almost sounds parallel to the controversy over access to the public 

beaches.  
 



LABONGE 
 

Right, same thing.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you see that as similar?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Uh-huh, uh-huh.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Like it's sort of public access. I guess maybe--yeah.  

 
LABONGE 

 
You know, public access, too, I know a lot of people don't like people coming 

up at night. I remember we got a fence moved when I worked for John 
Ferraro because people were smoking and joking and drinking beer up near 

the Hollywood sign on a public road. We got the developer of three housing 
units, part of the agreement was to build this gate, which alleviated the 

quick view, so it wasn't a place. You can restrict--there's things you can do 
to restrict it. So in the whole controversy, I just think the park didn't have 

the ability to be masterminds of how to handle this overwhelming desire to 
go to a--it's like going to the Eiffel Tower or going to the Brandenburg Gate 

or going to the Great Wall of China. There's a lot of people who want to go.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
In retrospect, do you think if you--I mean, this is very hypothetical, but do 

you think there were things you might have done differently to have had a 
different outcome on this?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I did not get great help from a discussion philosophically. It was like a 

brushfire. It just started, and started raging. What do we do when we open 
the upper road? How do you direct people here? What are you going--I 

would go to community meetings and people were very hostile. I'm "ruining 
their neighborhood." They'd put signs up, and I'm glad my mother was in 

heaven, because she drove that street, she'd be upset. So it just happened, 
but no one wanted to really solve the problem or share. It is difficult on 



narrow streets to have people not familiar with how to drive narrow streets 
to drive in their neighborhoods. I got it all. But there was no one on the city 

side, I believe, or on the community side but a few who wanted to solve the 
problem. They just wanted it stopped, so--yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So did--was that true of your fellow councilpeople?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, it was more a district problem, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

So the others didn't really--  
 

LABONGE 
 

--they would have done whatever I wanted them to do because it's a 
neighborhood problem on that. But, also, I was fighting for their people, 

fighting for tourists, fighting for people from the city. Everybody should have 
a chance to climb a mountain.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So no one else really on the council kind of was getting involved in that issue 

or--  
 

LABONGE 

 
No. It's pretty much a district issue, but it's--on that type of thing. But that's 

typical. It's like a park issue in South L.A. It's kind of an issue.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right, right. So I was just going to ask: can you just talk a little bit about 
your broader vision for Griffith Park?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Having the intimate love for the park, I wanted to share that with 

everybody, whether they're from Hong Kong, Berlin, Paris, or Sydney, or 
Covina, or Fullerton, or Santa Clarita, or Santa Monica. There's something 



about that land that's very special. There's no place in the world that has a 
park of that magnitude in the center of a city when you could stand at Mount 

Hollywood, which is behind the Observatory, at 1,621 feet and look 360 
around and see the great mountains of the San Gabriels, San Bernardino 

Mountains, the Saddleback Peak down in Orange County, and the Santa 
Monica Mountains, and all the way out to the ocean. It's pretty impressive, 

so that's kind of what I love to see. It is a populated region. You see more 
people of a variety of ethnicities. When I first started hiking righteously in 

1978, you'd mostly see Europeans, you know, Germans or English or French 
people, because they were into parks because they--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
You mean like tourists?  

 

LABONGE 
 

No, like people who lived here who hiked.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Oh, who lived here. Got it.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Who lived here and hiked. So you saw that. They're not like tourists, but 
tourists would come, but not like tourists in the traditional sense. So all that 

being said, the park and its--and the thing of it that was not fulfilled, but 
almost fulfilled, in a way, was trying to get all the vacant land that's next so 

you can hold it. And you could turn back the clock and say if Lake Hollywood 

Estates was not built, but it was Water and Power land, there would be a 
nice connector between the Cahuenga Pass and Mt. Lee, which is where the 

Hollywood sign is, and Griffith Park proper, and other areas there. The 
landfill that was a city land dump, landfill, Toyon Canyon, still has not 

matured to where it can be developed back to park use. It will be someday, 
in ten, twenty years, but that's a beautiful vista, beautiful view. I think it's 

inspiring to have a public park. You know, Golden Gate's a great park, but 
you have no views. Central Park's a great park, but you're kind of flat, 

looking out or looking down if you're in a building. But we have the 
mountains that really take it to the limits, which are so good. Many people, 

like a guy named Luis Alvarado, have led hikes all the time in the park. He's 
kind of the honorary mayor of the park who replaced Charlie Turner, who 

was the first honorary mayor of the park, who was a buddy of mine who 
took care of Dante's View, the garden that's up there. So all these things for 



the park (unclear) that did get chopped off because the freeway came. If 
they chopped off the other side, they'd wipe out a neighborhood, so they 

had to chop the park off, fifty, sixty years ago on that, when they started 
thinking about that. But it's a joy, and people have a life experience in there, 

family experience, which is kind of pretty special. So I think it's a wonderful 
experience. I do think my voice has helped encourage people to hike more, 

to be there. I did a lot of press events from there.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What's it like for you when you're hiking? Can you kind of put that into 
words?  

 
LABONGE 

 

Right now or before?  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Before, now.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, before, I could call Bernie (Grijalva) or Hector (Rivera) and, boom, it 
would get done, whatever the problem is. Now, because you're not a cheese 

anymore, they do things, but they don't--it was pretty nice to be the elected 
official where they really listened to you, because you were the elected 

official, on what they could do or not do.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
So if you're hiking and you're seeing something--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Or something like that, or, "Create this vista here." Or, after the fire of 

2007, we said, "Hey, why don't you put some soil here," because the road's 
so wide. It doesn't need to be so wide. So they put soil there and they put 

(unclear) into the soil ground, they planted oak trees, they put in benches. 
Now it's another vista spot for somebody to see and do. To close the roads, 

which I did beforehand in 1992 because the rains--if we didn't have the riots 
of South L.A. in '92, the story of the year would be the rains because it 

rained so much that year, and they washed out roads in Griffith Park. We 
closed the roads, and it took several years to fix and we never opened them 



again. That's a nice thing to do, and that was kind of done without any 
formality. It just was necessary to do, to protect the park and nature and 

the walkers, hikers, and the cyclists. So it's just--to have the ability to do 
good for that park--I mean, there was so much more to do. I wanted to get 

more water, reclaimed water, in there, and some people didn't like reclaimed 
water, but all water's reclaimed, to get some of the creeks going again. You 

know, it's really a beautiful spot.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What else did you feel like was kind of left undone?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, where the landfill is, we've got to still deal with its completion. We did 

relocate the Silver Lake Reservoir replacement, and the second tank needs 
to be finished. I was there when the first tank finished. I was able to yell 

down to him, "(Mike) Malinowski, open the valves!" for the reservoir's 
replacement there, which was fun. You know, the big question in the future 

is golf is not as popular as it once was, but golf takes up a whole lot of 
acres. Could that be made more into family space, picnic areas? Could there 

be a better transit system that connects to the train or the subway, so 
people don't have to drive and just can enjoy it like they're in Yosemite? But 

my wife tells me, "Tom, you're not in city hall anymore. Just go hiking. Don't 
worry about all that other stuff." There's some fact to that, because they 

don't either see your vision or want to hear anybody else's vision but their 
vision. There's some very nice people there, but it's a long time since you 

were there, even though it's three years, so--  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
And then you were chair of the Arts, Parks, Health and Aging, for the 

committee. For how long were you doing that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Maybe five years. I don't know. I mean, I've got to find out. I'll find out. I'll 
ask the clerk to give me a memo on that.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you recall, what were some of the issues you worked on in that 

committee and in that capacity?  
 



LABONGE 
 

Any park issue went through that if it needed to be approved before it went 
to ordinance. It was functionary.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were there any things that kind of stand out in your mind that you 

remember from your work on that committee?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Anywhere I could in the city, whether it was a park, a need to expand it, I 
was very supportive of it. I know there was an issue for some of the Santa 

Monica Mountain parks to get support and to expand doing things with the 

National Forest Service, which there's four national forests that you can see 
from Mount Hollywood, which is important to be kin to the brotherhood and 

sisterhood of parks that are there. I think a lot had to do because I came 
from a big family and that's where we played. It was very special, and now 

you can still go to it, take my kids up there when they were little. Now I 
walk with them and try to encourage them to take a hike and enjoy the 

beauty of nature. I think it's just a vista point in our city that I hope 
everybody gets to. But yesterday there was a group of offenders who were 

taking a hike and they're doing their time post their incarceration, and I 
talked to them about how important it is to make a mountaintop, to make a 

hike, so that what they did that day, yesterday--they live in the industrial 
district of downtown L.A. I tried to tell them a story about how you hike and 

hit that pole up there, you know one--that morning or that day, you did 
something right, you did something good, you climbed a mountain. It 

related well to some of these fellows. Then I also have a series of trees that 

I've got to plant, (unclear) pines that were in the yard that were kind of not 
going anywhere, like dying, so I said, "Guys, when you hike down, stop by. 

We'll plant a couple trees." And they did. So it was a good moment to be 
with people who are trying to rehabilitate themselves, and hopefully they 

can, and in nature, which was good. One of their leaders knew about Runyon 
Canyon, but didn't know about Ascot (Hills) Park by big county hospital or 

even Kenneth Han State Park out in southwest L.A. as options to hike for the 
group, which I think is good. I think it helps people. And then we used to do 

a thing called Hike for Health. Did I talk about that?  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I don't think so.  
 



LABONGE 
 

That's the thing I was the most proud of, where I took fifth-grade classes, 
like about five, and we'd hike up to the top. One year, the best we did is, we 

took Frances Blend School, which is a school of special-needs children who 
are blind, and we hiked up. They had a one-to-one assistance, meaning their 

teacher would walk with them. Nineteen of the twenty young people from 
Frances Blend made it to the top of the mountain blind, which was great, 

and it was so exciting when the fire department helicopter, "Hello, Frances 
Blend School!" because we called them and said--or the police helicopter--

say a shout-out from the helicopter. And they were on top of a mountain. So 
that's what I miss. I'd like to do that more, but now I'm not in the protection 

of the city, meaning if someone fell down the hill, would I be responsible for 
it? You organized the hike. I don't know. I just think it's something I'd like to 

do.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did they keep doing those types of hikes after you--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think they do. The Sierra Club does hikes, and some other groups, 

but I did like every--four times a year--every solstice or every equinox, 
would do a hike.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
How many people would go on those?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Probably 100. The most, I think, was 250 or something at one time. A whole 
bunch.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right. Okay. Well, I think I'm going to have us wrap up for today.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Okay. Good.  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
Okay. Good. (End of interview)  

 

1.5. SESSION FIVE(5/23/2019) 

NICOLAIDES 
 

This is Becky Nicolaides interviewing Tom LaBonge at his home in Silver 
Lake in L.A., and today is May 23rd, 2019. So I wanted to talk to you a little 

bit about community and economic development during your years on the 
council. The desire to balance neighborhoods and even nature and kind of 

preserving that versus development. Then, also, trying to deal with the 
housing crisis in this whole region. I mean, that is a lot to balance out, I 

think, in terms of--  
 

LABONGE 

 
And it was a built area, so Los Angeles is post-World War II. I mean, there 

was a great expansion after the war where, I think I mentioned, a lot of the 
houses, especially in the (San Fernando) Valley, were built without curb 

sidewalks and gutters just to get the houses up. The Rodger Young Village, 
which was 1,700 people at the area where the Los Angeles Zoo parking lot is 

now. The old zoo was by the merry-go-round. It was all these things in the 
forties, fifties, and then it was big suburbia in the sixties and fifties, late 

fifties. Got to remember, too, 1930, ninety percent of the housing in Los 
Angeles was single-family dwelling, and basically the corridor of Wilshire--it's 

expanded, but it used to be just down Wilshire to 7th and 8th Street all the 
way downtown--were five-story brick buildings for apartments. That was it, 

and Park La Brea, which originally was going to be two-story colonial-style 
apartments over that land, became, I think, eleven buildings, 8,000 people, 

between 3rd and 6th Street and Fairfax (Avenue) near Hauser (Boulevard). 

That was in the early fifties when they built that. So here you're all the way-
-or at this time. We did spread out regionally, beyond the city limits of Los 

Angeles, Santa Clarita. I remember when I was going to college at San Luis 
Obispo, you would hit the Conejo Grade, there were gaps between Thousand 

Oaks and Newberry Park, and I don't think--Calabasas was just the one bar 
that they had there--all those towns up there were not together, so there 

was gaps between it. I remember, as a kid, going to Disneyland, gaps 
between the towns. Dairy Valley was 100,000 cows and now it's 50,000 

people in Cerritos, and all the expansion that took place, the challenges that 
we have.  

 



And then, also, the desire. People wanted to go to the suburbs, but, all of a 
sudden, these last two generations, they rediscovered the central part of the 

city, whether it is West Adams District, Jefferson Park, which is below West 
Adams, Echo Park. Silver Lake always had a step up because it was one of 

the nicer neighborhoods in there, but around Silver Lake, it got lifted up 
because people wanted to, quote, "live in Silver Lake," in the neighborhood 

that I lived in, which I lived in all my life, although a few years in Atwater 
Village. So all this has transpired as we've gone forward, and especially now-

-I don't want to call them Millennials, but whatever you call them, they want 
to come back in here, and they take Uber instead of drive. Some of the 

traffic problems, there's probably 50,000 Uber cars driving around the 
streets that weren't driving before compared to 3,000 taxis or whatever it 

was. I don't know the right numbers, but that's something for a bright UCLA 
student to figure out. So all this has transpired, and now this recent 

discussion to change the zoning to allow more development was defeated in 

Sacramento, Proposition 50.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

SB 50 (California Senate Bill 50).  
 

LABONGE 
 

SB 50. But, which I think they forgot in Sacramento--he was a San Francisco 
guy--and remember, San Francisco's, what, seven-by-seven, 49 square 

miles, and it's very small. The assemblyman thought we could just build, 
build, build in these areas, but people love their neighborhoods, so you've 

got to remember neighborhoods first. I think that's when--especially as a 
representative, a local representative, people cared about their 

neighborhoods, and not just in Los Angeles but in the 88 cities in Los 

Angeles county and the 191 cities in what is called the Southern California 
Association of Governments (SCAG), which is all the way from Riverside, 

San Bernardino, and Imperial Counties up through Orange to Ventura 
County and Los Angeles. So these are big challenges that we have. And like 

the inland Empire, which is San Bernardino, Riverside area, those were a lot 
of industrial plants that were in Los Angeles that were--ran its time, which 

were smaller, and instead of trying to rebuild or couldn't get the land in Los 
Angeles, they went to the open space in the Inland Empire. There's a lot of 

jobs out there and then there's a lot of housing out there. Many city 
employees of Los Angeles live out there.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right. Oh, really?  



 
LABONGE 

 
Oh, they do, you know.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Just because it's cheaper?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, cheaper, affordable, and newer neighborhood and newer schools, 

whatever the case may be. I know today's Thursday, we have trash day. I've 
always been close to the sanitation department, and I know many of the 

collectors, and he lives--one of the collectors lives way out in Upland, very 

far, and beyond. So these are the challenges that we have. I do believe, 
though, with the subway system and the rail system, you can look at areas 

adjacent to that, but I would protect neighborhoods first because I think 
that's a wonderful thing, whether it's even going to--any neighborhood. Any 

neighborhood, people like their neighborhood. You know, they like their front 
porch, whether it's Boyle Heights or Lincoln Heights or West Adams or, as I 

said--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did you feel like SB 50 would have threatened that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Absolutely, because--and I don't like Sacramento telling a local city what to 

do. I think there's a belief about local control. That's why you have cities. 
They want to put their stamp of how they want their city to be.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So, yeah, you painted a good historic picture, I think, of a lot of these issues 

and these kind of competing pressures on how to deal with the population 
growth, housing need--so I guess in thinking about your own district, you 

made a great point, which is that because your district was so built out, 
really the only ways to deal with development and this kind of thing would 

be infill, in a way, right? Because your district had older neighborhoods that 
were already in place. I mean, it's been fairly built out within your area 

there.  
 



LABONGE 
 

Well, like Hancock Park, which is like a prince of a neighborhood, let's say, 
has always been an upscale neighborhood, and it's been revitalized. There 

were some challenges after the '92 riots. People felt a little fear, if that is, 
but it did come back as a neighborhood of all people. But what it did, too--I 

used this description in printing--I told you I wanted to be a printer when I 
was young. There's a term when you're printing something and the ink 

bleeds off the paper, so that's not like blood, but the ink. Well, the same 
thing in neighborhoods. When there's a good neighborhood, it would spread 

its goodness to other neighborhoods. Now you have almost a continuation 
of--from Melrose Avenue all the way through Hancock Park, Larchmont 

Village, Windsor Square, Wilshire Park, all the way down through West 
Adams, through Jefferson Park--people are reclaiming neighborhoods again, 

not just with the traditional neighborhoods that were always said to be great 

neighborhoods, but now there's a lot of great neighborhoods in the city. I 
could take you to 92nd (Street) and Avalon (Boulevard) and there's a block 

captain there who was a fighter for his neighborhood, and it looks like any 
street from Hancock Park or Studio City. People care and they make a 

difference.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you--wow. Okay. Do you think--well, I have a couple questions about 
that. One is, do you think that some of that has been a product of 

gentrification or some--or not?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think gentrification is a word. I think what you have is older homes 

that, all of a sudden, get--it's like a body. You get a new system in the body. 
If the gentrification didn't happen, the houses would fall down, I mean 

physically fall down, so there is a benefit that someone buys a house and 
then spends $300,000 to fix up the house and then maybe flips the house. 

But it's tough, but everybody benefited. I remember I was talking to--I think 
I mentioned this before--Tim Watkins, because I was concerned. We were 

talking about displacement in South Los Angeles, and he said, "Well, yeah, 
but a lot of people got--." You know, I believe his quote was like that, "They 

all got an up market when whoever bought their homes and they moved to 
Temecula or to the Inland Empire or Palmdale, Lancaster," or whatever it is, 

because there was great transformation, which used to be all African 
American in the fifties and sixties and seventies to transformation to a 

diverse group and a lot of people from around the world.  
 



NICOLAIDES 
 

This kind of bleeding concept that you described around--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I've got to get a better word, but I remember it from--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Well, this sort of--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Spreading.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Spreading of higher quality of life, or however you want to describe it, that 

you were describing around Hancock Park. When you were on the city 
council, did you feel like you or your staff, were you doing things to try to 

promote that in some way? Or like how were you--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I was a big broken-windows concept. I did buy a city truck. I did hire 
people, one older skilled leader--Bernie Grijalva was the fellow's name--and 

then we'd hire college or high school young people to jump on the truck. 
There's a fire chief who's the fire chief in Vallejo now who, when I worked for 

Mayor Bradley's summer youth program in the seventies, in '74, he was on 

the truck. I remember I used to be driving the truck and I'd go like this 
(demonstrates). He'd be on the back of the truck. There's a couch there, so 

you'd have to jump off and throw the couch in the truck. So we have a gag 
now. When I see him, I go like this (demonstrates). And he's a big, very 

important chief for a town up in Northern California, was up at Davis, was a 
great chief in Los Angeles as an assistant chief, but up there he's the big 

chief. The point being is that getting young people involved to clean up 
neighborhoods is key. I didn't like what happened recently in Boyle Heights 

where some of the folks from a long time pushed out artists and others who 
came into neighborhoods that were there. But I know housing--you even go 

back, too, after the Watts Riots, there was a great exit of people, whether it 
was in Inglewood or in--and I'm not an expert on this--but in Baldwin Hills 

and whatever, and a transformation, but also it gave opportunities for others 
to come into those neighborhoods and make it special. Now Inglewood's 



really transforming, and they're worried, you know, some of the people, that 
it's going to overwhelm who's there now, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
It's interesting, you've circled back to this concept of broken windows, which 

I think in your mind is referring to really just cleaning up the neighborhoods.  
 

LABONGE 
 

The physical, from the physical.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

The physical. Maybe more that than arresting, you know, panhandlers and 

that kind--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, that got somehow tangled up in some discussion. There was some 
misinformed reporter who said it's broken windows, and you just stop a guy 

for jaywalking.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I think even in that obit I showed you on the--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right. I got it right here. You're very good, Becky.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Let me just--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, quote it, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--mention his name on the record, which is--  

 
LABONGE 



 
James Q. Wilson and--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
George Kelling's obit from May 19th, 2019, in the L.A. Times. This does 

mention that a piece of that that was really criticized was that the poor, 
homeless, and downtrodden were at risk of being abused by the police. Even 

Kelling acknowledged that, and they, I think, were--Wilson and he were kind 
of coming to grips with that too. But putting that aside, what I've been 

hearing you describe, it seems to me I'm hearing that you're seeing kind of 
two sides of this approach, that criminal justice, public safety side, and then 

the more cleaning up the streets and keeping--you know, having higher 
levels of service in neighborhoods. And it feels to me like what you were 

really embracing was that other side maybe more than the--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Oh, absolutely.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--more than the criminal justice element of things.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, but also--yeah, absolutely, but I do believe in red light/green light, 

and it's unsafe for people to drive and then there's someone in the street, 
and whatever--that whole thing. But I think there should be an updated, 

true discussion on broken windows, which I think has been confused. But 

still, people, whoever they are, want a nice neighborhood that's organized.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Sure. Right. Well, I guess what I was going to ask, because you really 
emphasized how important raising up some of these communities in your 

district, too, in these steps that you were taking. From thinking back on this, 
did you see that happening in other poor districts, the kind of proactive 

service delivery that you were really emphasizing? In other words, I guess 
I'm trying to get a feel for if that was helping in your area. Do you feel like 

that wasn't really happening in other districts, maybe, to have made a 
difference?  

 
LABONGE 



 
Well, I'll tell you this. I really was motivated on this and really believed it, 

going back to when I was a coach on the LAPD football team. The guy who 
was the organizer and general manager of the team was a captain, and he 

read it, he read it. He found this broken windows (theory) before it became 
mainstream, and then I always was for clean streets, going back to my days 

in the summer youth program working for what was under Mayor Bradley 
and Councilman Peggy Stevenson and the district that I was in, but just to 

make it nice. Even going back to what my father said, keeping our street 
clean, and not just in front of our house but going way up, three houses up 

to the Hansons (phonetic) and Fitzpatricks and down to the Wongs and the 
Browns, because we probably broke somebody's window or playing in the 

street, all the stuff that big families do.  

 

I just think there's--I did think recently, I said, "I wonder if I flipped with the 

8th District or the 9th District or the 50th, I wonder if I was there, would it 
make a difference?" I feel, because I was so committed to it, that it could 

make a difference. I mean, just really committed to it. Plus, working with 
the sanitation department, going into their yards, knowing that I really cared 

and I said, "Thank you," I think, helps. And I don't know--I was like a high-
percentage person, you know. Maybe you--look at some councilpeople--were 

real good on budget and finance or policy. This was my thing, keeping the 
district up, and I know one guy who said he knew my district because he 

saw no couches in it. And there were some fragile areas in our district. It 
wasn't all Los Feliz or Hancock Park or Toluca Lake, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I'm curious about that point you're just raising--were you noticing while you 

were on council, especially--were there real differences in this issue of 

service delivery like across different districts?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think there is, but it all comes to the councilperson. When the--David--god, 
David's name, I said last time I'd remember it--who was the borough guy, 

you know?  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yes.  
 

LABONGE 



 
We're going to get David's name right. Sorry, David. It's just like a borough, 

meaning you're in charge of everything, traffic, lights, trash, the whole 
thing. Really, that's the biggest thing that you do to push, so I adopted that, 

in a way, all my career, whether I was, even when I was, working in 
different roles. I mean, rash is trash. Just get rid of it.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right, right. Okay. Just kind of back to this issue of community and 

economic development and the balance-out between--you were, I think, 
really probably facing this because of this point you made that your district 

was so built out, so if there were new initiatives that were coming up, it 
meant having to fit those into what was already there, right? So this having 

to balance neighborhoods, whatever, open space, was already in place 

versus development. Did you have any ideas in your own mind about how to 
strike a healthy balance around that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, there were some neighborhoods, like North Hollywood, which was in a 

Community Redevelopment Agency, but it wasn't till a fellow named Jerry 
Snyder, who grew up on the east side, went to Roosevelt High School, was a 

developer who did a lot of good things in the Wilshire area, started building 
out Lankershim to what the planners had in mind. But it was Jerry's 

leadership that got it going, which led to other things and other things, and 
it has become a place, a revitalized place, and the El Portal Theatre, where 

there's some great people there who put their whole heart and soul into it.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
So it sounds like you liked this guy Snyder's approach to--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Oh, he's great, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What did you like about how he was doing things?  

 
LABONGE 

 



First, he would work with the community and try to find common ground. 
He'd work to find common--and I worked with him early on, in the eighties, 

when I worked for John Ferraro on a project called Wilshire Boulevard, 
where he came up with a novel idea: instead of making a twenty-two-story 

building, he would do the whole square block. back to almost A Street. He 
was going to put condominiums up, but then the neighborhood said, "We 

want a little park," and so there's a whole spread of a park, Wilshire Park, 
Wilshire Green, right on the backside--near LACMA (Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art).  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What was the name of that project?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Wilshire Courtyard, Wilshire Courtyard. But it was very special. They sell it 

and somebody else buys it. That's how real estate works. But the way he 
built it set the tone, and other projects that he did set the tone.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So he didn't go for the high-rise approach where--  

 
LABONGE 

 
No. If it fit the neighborhood, it was better. I also think, too, as an elected 

official, some people make people kind of crawl to them like they're the big 
cheese. If it was good--like I said, John Ferraro, he was big on this. It's good 

for the district, good for the city. Let it go, and not make people kiss your A-

double-Q. That's what my mom would say. She'd never say a bad word but 
"A-double-Q," but you know what that means. But some politicians made 

people kiss their tail. You know, I just felt, "Let's try to get it done." And, in 
fact, I made a mistake, because there was a project at La Brea and Wilshire, 

the subway's coming. I approved it without--I don't think I ever met the 
guys. I just said, "Yeah, get it approved." And then years later, like five 

years later, like 2015, they want to put a super seven-story building, which 
now they're building, right across to the Hollywood Civic Center with the fire 

department and police department. I look back on myself, and I didn't want 
it to happen because it is a hundred-year mistake, because now the city 

doesn't have the civic center that they could have to build a new police 
station or a city hall, whatever the needs are, because now there's this 

building--right next to the old historic museum at 27th and the fire house. 
But the point being, I said to myself, maybe I should have had them come 



across my desk, shake their hand, and thank them, at least, if they were 
building something instead of just letting it go.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Can you talk me through what happened? Like, how did it kind of slip 

through?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, first of all, I was on the way out. I was very much on the way out, and 
the mayor wanted it and the local councilpeople wanted it, but they didn't 

have the vision that I had. This is very recent, like three, four years ago, 
that the Hollywood Civic Center needs a new police station. It was built in 

the early seventies, no windows because back at that time, they were 

bombing police stations. I thought there should be a new police station, and 
then they could consolidate their parking, on the personal cars of the police 

officers and the firefighters, maybe in a structure. And maybe they could 
have a helipad and all this stuff. I used to ask the Hollywood Community 

Redevelopment Agency, but they never did, really, anything. And, again, I 
maybe should have hit a little more on that issue, which was so much, so it 

was a little criticism of myself on that, because once you build something, 
now you're locked in, and all those people who are going to move into those 

apartments are going to hear fire trucks all night long.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So was your sense that there shouldn't have even been apartments right 
there--  

 

LABONGE 
 

I mean, it's right next to it. Yeah, there shouldn't be. There shouldn't be.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Was there something about that process of why you felt maybe like you 
weren't on top of that or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I don't think--it could have been, too, there's maybe a 

miscommunication between someone in my staff, okay, on that. Then, also, 



when you're on your way out, the body of the city knows, so maybe they 
have other vision or people are, "Well, let's just do this."  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So was this like around 2014 or something?  

 
LABONGE 

 
2014, 2015, yeah, boom, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
How about a more successful development project that you were involved 

with?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, anything that Jerry Snyder had. He was the best, I think, when he was 

there.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So the things you liked about him were, like, he would get community input. 
What else did you--  

 
LABONGE 

 
He met with the people. He built--he had good architects. He had a desire to 

do something that was special.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Which meant--can you like elaborate on what that means?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Setbacks, space for people to walk around. There's other great guys, like 

Wayne Ratkovich, who restored buildings, historic buildings, and in the old 
4th District--I was working for John Ferraro--worked on the Chapman Park 

Market and the Wiltern Theatre restoration and other projects. So I didn't 
work that closely, when I was a councilperson, with developers, too, because 

I did rely on staff, but I'm going back to when I worked for John Ferraro, 
where I worked with these people who really cared about Los Angeles and 



wanted to make a difference. I'm sure there's others that I forget to 
mention, but those two come out.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
It sounds like you kind of especially appreciated the kinds of projects that 

had some respect for the history or like a kind of historic sensibility in the 
area. Am I hearing that right?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Setbacks, yeah. Did I talk at all about sister cities at all in this?  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

No.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, we've got to talk a little about it, because I traveled and was involved 
with sister cities, and I remember going to Berlin, and they have wide 

sidewalks, setbacks,, five-story buildings with commercial on the floor, very 
pleasant. Now, mind you, we do know the dark, dark past of Germany and 

Berlin, and they started from scratch after the war, but they built it--The 
Marshall Plan was so important, and it's just transformation of this urban 

area and these cities. So I would see that a lot. I used to run the sister city 
program for, I don't know, fifteen years or--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

For L.A. city?  
 

LABONGE 
 

--yeah, or more than that. Yeah, for L.A. city.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What were the sister cities?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, Mexico City's one; Vancouver; Guangzhou, China; Eilat, Israel; 
Mumbai, India; Auckland, New Zealand; Nagoya, Japan; Jakarta, Indonesia; 



Bahia in Brazil; Bordeaux, France; Berlin, Germany; St. Petersburg. And I 
think (Vladimir) Putin was the deputy mayor when we made St. Petersburg--

I've got to check that out, because every time I run into a Russian in the 
Griffith Park, I welcome them to Los Angeles. But then I say, "Tell your guy 

Putin to ease up a little bit," you know. And some laugh and some don't, so 
it's kind of fun. So those are the sister cities. It was started by President 

(Dwight D.) Eisenhower. It's a people-to-people program. I know I missed a 
few sister cities there. Lusaka (Zambia) is very special, in Africa, in there, 

and (Giza) Egypt. I've got them all listed, so I'll give you--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I do want to ask about that. I'm going to put that aside  
 

LABONGE 

 
Put that aside.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--for the moment, but--  

 
LABONGE 

 
But being able to travel and see things is important. I remember the great 

United States Senator Dianne Feinstein, one time--I think I mentioned this--
I got to drive her somewhere and we were talking, and she said, "When I go 

to cities, I look at the streets and the landscaping and how clean it is around 
a bus stop," and stuff. I adopted that, too, when I would travel and see 

places.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So what qualities did you admire in a kind of urban space?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, the setback a little bit more. This is, in particular, what Mr. Snyder did 

at the Wilshire Courtyard where you--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What else?  
 



LABONGE 
 

--on there, and not necessarily the height as much as the spread of the 
building and the public space which is in there, which I thought was very 

good to have. I see right now--because they lifted--you see tall buildings 
pop up like down on La Cienega (Boulevard) and Rodeo (Road), now Obama 

Boulevard. It doesn't kind of fit in. I'm okay with the Century City and the 
downtown and Hollywood and these places here, but I don't know if the 

spread of high-rises is going to make us feel as good as we do there, but--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did you feel that, particularly for your district, that you didn't really want to 
see high-rises going up?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I don't want super high-rises, but I was okay with some tall buildings 
on the Miracle Mile, but also there haven't been many, but the five- or six-

story apartment house, which is a good thing. Business is changing, too, 
because the traditional office is no longer needed anymore. People work 

from home or work in an office space. It's not like the old days of having a 
big building.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So I'm getting a sense of what you felt were the better kind of urban spaces 

with the setbacks, and was that to kind of allow for more pedestrian--  
 

LABONGE 

 
Absolutely, and outdoor eating. I was very big on adaptive reuse, in fact, 

worked on it in the nineties, working for Mayor Riordan. I wasn't the 
principal, but it was working with the fire department to change the code, 

and the building department, and there were many others who were deeply 
involved. But I was very big for adaptive reuse, because you took an old 

building, you put life into it. I was also big for the downtown redevelopment, 
and I was also big for the USC transformation and the work the Steve 

Sample visioned, and (C.L.) Max Nikias implemented to make 'SC a hub. 
Like, UCLA's a hub for the west side, 'SC's the hub for Central City. I 

remember Councilman Parks, who I would sit next to sometimes, at a 
meeting he once said "'SC's like Pac-Man; eating up a whole neighborhood." 

But I said, "Bernard, if it wasn't for 'SC--it's the economic engine for all of 
South L.A." And what it did is when Staples came, it put life and a 



connection between downtown and central part of Los Angeles, and then it 
also--the adaptive reuse allowed foreign students--because most of the 

traditional 'SC students lived in San Marino or Newport Beach or Pasadena or 
West Los Angeles, and whatever the case may be. They lived in a house, 

and they went to 'SC and they went home after it. Maybe they stayed in the 
dorms for a little while, but the student they were going after the last 

several years has been a lot of foreign students who do live in big houses--
big buildings. Excuse me.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
On the adaptive reuse issue, were there any examples of that in your district 

that you were involved with that you could kind of walk me through?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Well, I think working--and Brenda Levin was the architect, so I was just a 

facilitator when they got stuck somewhere, but the Chapman Park Market, 
which was saved and rebuilt there. I know the Wiltern had those situations 

there, buildings, a lot of buildings throughout. Also I had a good relationship 
with the fire department--some of the firefighters working in a firehouse 

become the fire marshal or whatever, and you try to say "how can we win 
for everybody?" Fire safety, number one, but also adapting these buildings.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What were they doing with those? Like, what were--  

 
LABONGE 

 

Well, codes for exits. A commercial was maybe just--all they've got to worry 
about, commercial, no one's sleeping at night, but if you have occupancy for 

housing in there, they've got to worry about safety, how they exit if there is 
a fire, earthquake, or some other disaster that's in there. So there's a lot of 

checkpoints that they had to go through and do, and so a number of 
buildings were transformed along the way. When I did become a 

councilperson, I didn't necessarily do the hands-on planning that I did 
sometimes for John Ferraro, and then when I did the work for John Ferraro, 

he had a great person named Sharon Kaiser (phonetic), and she was having 
a family, so I took over for a lot of the work that she was doing. That's how I 

got into it.  

 



And I also wanted to make a point: I always was, strongly, believed in 
studios. Studios are great for our community. I remember working, again, 

for John Ferraro. You would meet people in the area right adjacent to 
Paramount Pictures who lived in the neighborhood. Now they live in Santa 

Clarita or way out, but these were guys who worked for the studio for years 
and years, and they transformed all of Paramount, which Mr. Ferraro 

obviously supported, but I was the pusher for some of the street vacations 
and all the little things they had to jump through that you have to jump 

through, which transformed Paramount Pictures. And I always felt--this was 
early on in my career--to help studios, which I did. I helped ABC Studios, 

the old Talmadge Studios at Prospect (Avenue) and Vermont (Avenue). 
Remember--I think it was--Bob Iger was the guy, and I was working with 

Bob Iger. Maybe he'd remember me, but I was working with him, and I 
remember when we dedicated it right there, when it became the Prospect 

Studios. That's where Dick Clark and everything was. But let me just say 

with this other one, Universal Studios, which was recently done and 
expanded, some of the neighborhood didn't like it. They lost that off-ramp. 

I'm sorry they lost an off-ramp, but I thought it was so important for the 
benefit of all of us, because Universal Studios and their tours, the economic 

engine for the San Fernando Valley, and we like to see more production, but 
production now goes around the world. But I was very supportive of that 

from the get-go, and--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So this was kind of expanding the lot? Or can you just--  
 

LABONGE 
 

And Harry Potter and all the rides and all that stuff. The one thing I like is, 

from a personal standpoint, someone somewhere in the city today's having a 
life experience that they'll always remember, whether they go to the 

Observatory in Griffith Park or they go to Universal Studios or they go to 
Venice Beach or Santa Monica, or Malibu or Long Beach or whatever, have a 

life experience. I always believed in that, and I knew how important--a lot of 
people didn't particularly like me who were living in the Cahuenga Pass 

because they lost that off-ramp, but, again, you gained an ability to have an 
economic engine that was there for 100 years, almost, the studio. I've 

always supported studios.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So when you say that, you mean kind of having them build out of their--  
 



LABONGE 
 

Well, to build what they had, to build what they had. They had--it was on 
their land, but they built what they had. They had space. And it's an 

amusement park. It's like, you know, a--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Just basically to expand their own facilities, in a way, or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

And Harry Potter was the biggest thing in the world. You ever hear of Harry 
Potter?  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Sure.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, he came from England and he transformed the world, because 
everybody's reading Harry Potter. So I wanted them to do something on the 

river, because Arnold Schwarzenegger and The Terminator, that movie, 
Robert Patrick was the driver of the truck, and they were racing down the 

river there. And I wanted--I'm a big river proponent, but I would love to 
have a ride down the river, but I didn't get that. I did ask Paramount if they-

-excuse me--I did ask Universal, "Could you figure how to do a river ride?" 
But that wasn't on their agenda.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Down the L.A. River?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, in the off-rainy season, because--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And what--I mean--  
 

LABONGE 
 



Well, it wasn't in their book, their playbook.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

That's an interesting idea.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah. But there was a guy there at Universal, Ron Meyer, who was their 
chief guy, and I remember him saying, "One day, Tom, we'll get the suits 

out of the room and we'll figure this thing out," meaning the lawyers were 
dominating some of the discussion. Ultimately, we got that, and ultimately, 

Mr. Yaroslavsky was supportive of this, too. I believe--he can speak for 
himself, because I don't want to speak for Zev, but, I mean, I was for it all 

the way because it was good for the Valley and good for the--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So what are you talking--this is on the--  

 
LABONGE 

 
On the Harry Potter expansion of the theme park and the driving force for all 

of that. It did have a subway station there. I think Lew Wasserman--and I 
don't--I never met him, but I was there when he was there working for John 

Ferraro, meaning I saw him, I knew who he was, and his grandson, Casey's 
(phonetic) a great guy, but he made one mistake, because the subway stop 

should have been right on the CityWalk, as opposed to down on the bottom 
of the hill, because connecting transit now is so important. It is a place 

where people love to go for a life experience. So I don't know if that made 

any sense, but--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, and, I mean, it's--  
 

LABONGE 
 

These are challenges because neighborhoods, some don't want anything, 
and usually, a lot of times--this is a reality--a lot of people who've lived in a 

neighborhood a long time don't want to see any change. They complain, 
they don't want to see any change, nothing, but it does change. Preserve a 

neighborhood. I'm for preserving. I shepherded the first--for John Ferraro, 



the first HPOZ in Carroll Avenue in Angelino Heights. The third was Melrose 
Hill, the multiple at Windsor Square, Hancock Park, throughout the district.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
That raises a question, though, of how do you kind of make--if you could 

think back on to your years on council--how did you decide what was kind of 
historic, in a way, and worth preserving, versus what could go the way of 

development of a studio or, what--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, yeah, studios were always big lots, usually, so--and that. But like on 
the HPOZ, historic Los Feliz, the neighborhood next that I live in, wanted to 

have an HPOZ, but they had a mixture of the stucco tile house and the mid-

fifties house. They had too many different ones. It's not like Hancock Park 
that had all--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Styles?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Too many different styles. So I couldn't support that one, but I--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What did you feel was wrong with the mix?  

 

LABONGE 
 

Well, here you have the--if you look at it--you want to be consistent, all one 
style. If it was all tile roofs--if you could go to one part of the Observatory, 

look down on Los Feliz and just see the streets down below, and there is a 
consistency there, but then very quickly you see mid-century, what they call 

houses, and modern houses, and it just didn't make sense, so it'd be tough 
for the planning department to administer, I believe.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
You mean to get that designation--  

 
LABONGE 



 
Correct.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--because of the lack of--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, because there were so many different type houses.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah, the lack of continuity.  

 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, it's not like Angelino Heights, that has Victorian houses on it all over.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. That's a--yeah. So I wanted to just clarify a little bit on the studio 
expansion projects that you've been describing. You talked about Paramount 

and ABC, Universal, some of which predated while you were on council, I 
think, but one of my questions was, did these projects push into residential 

areas surrounding, or how did that play out? Because, actually, starting with 
the Paramount one--because you mentioned at the beginning of this that a 

lot of the people who worked there lived right there, and then that--  
 

LABONGE 

 
Yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So what happened with that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, they didn't go--Raleigh Studios is across the street from Paramount. It 

was a dead studio. My job under John Ferraro was to help them push 
through to--  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
Have Paramount pushing--  

 
LABONGE 

 
No, no. I'm talking about Raleigh (Studios) across the street to build--and 

your tape is on, so we're okay?  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, yeah.  
 

LABONGE 
 

And so to be able to build--soundstages were there at Raleigh, which people 

would rent and use right there. They also built a new building across the 
street. And--this is just a freaky fact--I remember helping them, because 

they came down to city hall. We went up to the fifth floor, the Bureau of 
Engineering, and they changed their address on Van Ness Avenue of their 

new building--of an old building that they bought, so there was--they did 
push out some residents there because they converted an old building to an 

office building. The address was 666 North Van Ness, and they didn't want 
666, so I didn't know, but we went up to the Bureau of Engineering to see 

Charlie at the Bureau of Engineering at the counter, or Jerry, and you said, 
"Hey, we want to change the address," and you fill out a form. So it's like 

668 now. That's on the east side of Van Ness right by Melrose.  

 

Then across the street, Paramount did take out buildings. There was a 
Western Costume, which is where all the costumes came from. There were 

other back-lot-type, back-of-the-shop-type buildings that weren't necessarily 

Paramount's. There was housing that they did displace people, but they 
converted it to a personnel office. We vacated the streets, so it became an 

ability to square of the--Desilu (Studios) was on the corner. I mean, there's 
great history to these studios. I remember one thing I did ask for is they 

painted the world there at Gower blue, and I asked the head guy, "Hey, 
could you paint, like, beige around the continents of the world so you can 

really see the difference?" That's their logo there. And they did, on that type 
of deal. And then Charles Bronson--you know who Charles Bronson is, the 

actor?  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Uh-huh, yeah.  



 
LABONGE 

 
He went--now, forgive me, but I wish I could recall his name, but his original 

name was like Igor Pazinsky (phonetic) or something like that (Charles 
Dennis Buchinsky). He was sitting on the corner, just Bronson Avenue right 

by the historic gate there, and that's how he got his name, Bronson, 
because he was sitting on the curb--So it's interesting, all the history there. 

There's a guy named Tom Johnson who's a great guy--very involved in 
helping Loyola High School. I once spoke at Loyola High School and he gave 

a big speech introducing me to speak, and he said, "Aye, here's Tom 
LaBonge. He did this, he got the subway to be built out in Wilshire. He 

restored the Observatory. And he stopped Paramount from going to 
Vancouver!" Now, that's not true, but it was the headline that he wanted to 

throw out, because so much of Hollywood was leaving to go on location.  

 

Film studios are important for a high percentage of people, wherever they 

are, and a lot of times, it's within their existing lot. There wasn't much land 
take, if you will, on them, but it was the lot. I remember on the Universal, 

there's a street called Blair Drive which abuts the top end of the property, 
and at one time, they owned every house, and the key grip lived in one 

house and the chief of security here, and--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

This is right along the edge of Universal?  
 

LABONGE 
 

On the edge of Universal, right above the hill. But then GE (General Electric) 

bought it and GE just was interested--GE bought Universal and then they 
just wanted to sell it to make money, so they sold the houses. So then when 

we went through the process of trying to get approval for Universal, we had 
a little tougher fight because people who lived in the house now had a 

greater voice because they owned the house as opposed to Universal. I don't 
know who was--maybe it was Lew Wasserman, or somebody with a vision, 

that said, "Look it. Let's buy these houses up when they come up for sale so 
we could have like a separation from community, because it's our houses, 

not this person or that person or the other person." You understand what I 
mean?  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 



Yeah.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah. So, but studios are very important--helping CBS Studio over there on 
Beverly and Fairfax. So it's--you just do it. It's like--it should be in 

everybody's DNA who is in California, to help studios.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. So it sounds like those were some key projects that came up on your 
watch, too, both as staff for Ferraro and while you were council. One 

concern that's sometimes raised in some of these development projects is 
that there's not enough transparency in it, that the public doesn't really 

know what kind of tax breaks, incentives, or whatever, that the city's kind of 

giving to these sort of projects. Thinking back on some of the development 
projects that you had some awareness of or were involved in in some way 

on council maybe especially or even before, did you have--was that a 
concern at all? Did you have any concerns about the transparency to the 

public of what was going on with these projects?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, there's a period of public hearings, and that is taking place there. You 
do meet with the people who maybe hear some opposition on that. You try 

to set about what you believe in on that--but you have to balance it out, 
because there's a commercial aspect to life, whether it's a studio or whether 

it's a business on there. In Larchmont, some people didn't want some things 
on Larchmont, but I--you have to balance it out. And I think a lot of people 

fight things just to fight them, or think differently or they want to see their 

neighborhood like it was in 1950, but it's--you try to be fair to everybody. 
But you also try to state what economic development is and what it means 

to have the leasings done. I was just looking for a piece of paper here. You 
know, it's some of the stuff that you got done because you believed in 

economic development and approval of that. But I'll tell you later as I 
remember it.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Sure. So just now moving into housing, I had some questions about housing, 

and if you can maybe just shift--we'll shift gears a little bit on this. Thinking 
about housing specifically, because, as you well know, in Southern 

California, we've had this kind of upward climb of house prices, and housing 
affordability has become more and more of a problem in the whole city, the 



region, the whole thing, but even apart from that, just thinking of housing 
overall, what would you say were the major housing issues that you were 

dealing with in your district when you were on the city council?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think the challenge is that the value--and real estate is a market, so you've 
got this market of a very important thing called housing, so a lot of people 

flip houses and try to just drive to make the money or try to improve the 
housing so it lasts longer. That's a challenge.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I probably didn't even need to mention about the pricing issue, but just 

thinking even broadly about housing and what kinds of things might have 

been--were you seeing, when you were on the council, were there issues 
that were cropping up that were maybe specific to your district that you 

were having to deal with?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think I have a built-out district, so I didn't have big housing tracts. 
Like Porter Ranch, which recently has this discussion about the gas. That 

was so far empty land, and then they built it, but they built it next to what 
was a gas facility for all the years, as an example of maybe should they have 

left that land all alone, but we needed to build housing or someone wanted 
to build housing. I know on the Cahuenga Pass, I approved some housing. I 

was hiking on the Cahuenga Pass the other day, and it's really, really, really 
loud. Should that have been built there? I know 'SC did a study about 

housing within 500 feet of a freeway and the health concerns, but we did 

allow housing on that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And that was in your district?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Some in the district, but more citywide, because you didn't vote citywide. I 
mean, if you wanted to be a--I usually did not engage in someone else's 

district in a formal way.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



Did you feel like that was a mistake, that Cahuenga Pass development?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I'm just saying it's so loud now. Now, I don't know--and I'm sure there 
was probably some requirement from marketability that they put extra 

sound and other issues to help, but it's tough. We were built. It's not like 
we're new. I don't know what the city--I don't know what the city is that we 

talk about it, where do you want to live in--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right, although--and then, I did read some reports about--you were involved 
in, I guess, in an infill kind of situation, which is what you were dealing with. 

It sounded like mansionization became an issue where people were trying to 

do teardowns and rebuild.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I see that. Or they tear everything but one wall down and then they 
got a pass to do more.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Can you tell me about what you were seeing and how you were responding 

to that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think I would have been maybe a little more--I have that question now 

about teardowns, because you see them leave one wall and then they put a 
massive structure up.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were you seeing a lot of that in your district?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, there was some up in Lake Hollywood area, but the neighborhood 

wanted a trail on the other side of the hill. I remember, I think part of the 
trade was the developer gets approval, but the trail was able to come in and 

they have it forever, Santa Monica Mountains Conservancy, I believe, if I've 
got it all right.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So the developer--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Built like a mini-Holiday Inn. And now, with the markets that have Airbnb's 

and stuff, someone will rent that for, you know, $10,000 a weekend or 
something and have parties or something, and it becomes a party house, so 

it does become a problem. That was something towards the end that really 
became a problem district-wide and some parts of the citywide.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

What was your own thinking on that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I don't know. Let's see. The Airbnb came up, but that was a new thing just 
like tourists going up Beachwood. GPS gave them freedom to find their way. 

Before, they wouldn't find their way because it was too narrow of streets, 
and too windy a street, so GPS and technology has changed that issue. All of 

a sudden, they could put something out on the Internet and 10,000 people 
show up somewhere. So that's a new thing, basically. It was happening, or 

starting to now, but that's a new thing that could be part of the challenge of 
taking care of a neighborhood that's there. There's some neighborhoods that 

are real strict, but that's not necessarily so in Los Angeles, where they have 
real strict rules--and then they have no parking overnight except if you have 

a resident's pass.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Well, I remember earlier you had talked about how you felt like it was 

important to give access to tourists to be able to come up. Would you have 
put like Airbnb clients into that same category or is that like a different 

thing?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, here's the thing. I'm a hotel/motel guy, really, because I think that's a 
good market for people. But then I talked to a mother from Ivanhoe School 

who said, "We rent our house out, and that's the only way we can make it." 
So you hear someone and you see their face, "This is how we can survive," 



with the Airbnb. I'm not a big fan of, necessarily, the Airbnb, and also I'm 
old school where I love to sit in a lobby of a hotel just to see people. But a 

lot of people are different now and they want to just go and leave from there 
to find an Airbnb, whatever that market is. So there's a whole change there 

of that, so--but I was influenced by the mother who said, "We can't make it 
unless we get a little extra cash."  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So did that shift your thinking at all or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
I took my foot off the gas, so to speak.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Was this while you were on council too?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right towards the end, towards the end, yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Were you involved in the anti-mansionization movement?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I was, and I gave staff the responsibility to push it through, but I was 

there to make the vote, whatever it was. But there was always a conflict. 
Architects--I think there's an incestuous relationship between land, the 

architect, the builder, and those who are in the planning department or in 
the building department, because they all have a goal, which is the same: to 

try to build something. But, sometimes the architect has this new vision and 
the planner and the city may have either a like mind or an opposite mind 

totally so you don't know what it is, but it's a very different mix, as I look 
back at it. And for then everybody to be fair, fair to the neighborhood, fair to 

the law, fair to safety. So--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Did you think that there was a role for people like you on the council to sort 
of regulate that process or have a hand in that?  



 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think it does, but it takes an awful lot of work, like physical work, to 

do. I think of Cindy Miscikowski, who I served with, read every report, and 
everything down and did a lot of work. I know previously Mr. Yaroslavsky 

was that type--to create these propositions that were citywide that change 
how things get built. But there's a struggle all the time, what is right. I think 

it's CC and Rs (Covenants, Conditions and Restrictions) or whatever they--
and there's not too much of that anymore, but there is some in some 

neighborhoods.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And then another issue around housing would have been rent control, and I 

was just wondering, did that issue come up for you while you were on 
council? Were you feeling any pressures around it?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I just wanted us to be fair, whatever it is, fair to the person who is 

owner of the building and fair for the tenant, and trying to help. It really 
came about after Proposition 13 where, all of a sudden, people's rents were 

just tripled, and they just kept going up and up, and there was no way to 
stop them unless there was rent control. I think it's important to have a 

balance and have rent control for especially our elderly, which is so key.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right. I have in my notes here that Ferraro actually wrote that 1982 law on 

that, creating rent control in L.A. city. Yeah, so I was curious to know what 
your position was on that, if that came up at all while you were on council, if 

you remember.  
 

LABONGE 
 

When I was on council, it was already implemented in the variations, but I 
do remember the struggle. I wasn't necessarily involved with that, but it was 

very big after a guy named Howard Jarvis and others, and all this argument, 
and the development of West Hollywood. West Hollywood--and I was in the 

room listening because I was invited in the room, Mr. Ferraro's office, 
speakerphone, with then-Supervisor Ed Edelman, the city representative. 

John Ferraro was adjacent to the county land that Ed Edelman supervised, 
West Hollywood, and they talked about breaking--at La Cienega, that 



everything east would become Los Angeles and everything west would 
become--and this is after Prop 13. But very quickly, the city movement 

started in West Hollywood, and they were successfully in passing it, and a lot 
had to do with rent control, trying to protect people, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So that had something to do with the incorporation of West Hollywood?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Of West Hollywood, 1.9 square miles.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Right. So it sounds like you supported rent control.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I wasn't, like, way out in front, but I did support it. When I say way 
out in front, I really was more of a broken-windows guy and a neighborhood 

guy and a park guy and a police and fire guy. I was proud to take the fight 
up to get the tenth firefighter back on the task force companies. Mr. 

Riordan, who I love--but at the same time, he had a deputy mayor named 
Mike Keeley, and Mike saw a report on Seattle and it said you only need nine 

people on a task force, or whatever it was, but it was reduction of staff, and 
they did. Then, when Mr. (James) Hahn got reelected and then I came in 

shortly--when Mr. Hahn got elected--excuse me--in 2001 and then I got 
elected later on in 2001 after John died, in the special election, one of the 

issues I brought up is the tenth person, to fight for that. Then we did get it 

back on, which is important, because you need everybody. When the 
earthquake comes, you're going to need everybody. That's why I wish--we 

talked about housing earlier--there was a plan that maybe gave low-interest 
loans to city employees, and the only house they owned, period, is the one 

that the city helps finance, so they could live in the city or the city adjacent, 
whatever their choice is, because they're so far away. And when the 

earthquake comes, it will be tough for everybody to get to work.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What was that program, the low-interest loans?  
 

LABONGE 
 



Well, there isn't one, but there should be one for city employees or county 
employees.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
You think should be? Had there ever been one, do you know?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I'm sure there have been some, yeah, but I don't know what specific--you've 

got to fact-check all this, Becky. That's the tough thing.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Okay, yeah. And then, of course, another issue which we've talked about 

before in these interviews, just sticking back on the housing, is the people 
without housing, the homeless issue. I guess, first question on that is, how 

prevalent was homelessness in your district when you were on the council?  
 

LABONGE 
 

There was sporadic throughout the districts, very sporadic, like I told you, 
this guy named Fitts who was on Wilshire and Van Ness and a few other 

people.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

I mean, were there clusters anywhere?  
 

LABONGE 

 
No, there wasn't what you see now. There wasn't this here. There wasn't all 

the stuff you see under the freeway. But also--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Within your district?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Or citywide or adjacent to it. But then the federal judge said you--we used 
to push them off the sidewalks and--okay. Then the federal judge said 

you've got to let them live on the sidewalks. Then, based on the 
recommendation of our city attorney, Mike Feuer, we made this settlement, 



which I think, in retrospect, it allowed us to do nothing and we did nothing, 
and now we have a giant challenge because there's a whole group of people 

who have a variety of thoughts and ways how they see things, and they see 
themselves, the outdoors people who don't want to go indoors, who want to 

be free spirits along the Los Angeles River, who went from the zoo down to 
Dodger Stadium-adjacent. There's probably 100 people living in the river, 

some living in storm drains. Where in the past, people would pull them out, 
now they say they want to stay there, you let them stay there. So I think 

the recommendation by the city attorney (unclear). We should have fought it 
and maybe got direction, that we should find empty warehouses and have 

people--also people who are mentally ill, you know, there's a lot of mentally 
ill. I hate to see a mother and her stroller with her child go by a bus bench 

and a guy's sitting there going, "Mothertruck, mothertruck, mothertruck," 
but he's not saying "truck." There's a lot of that out there that's--we've let it 

go. We've created a whole new class of people who really have challenges, 

so--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So when you were on council, when you said the approach was more to kind 
of push them off the sidewalk, what was that--how did that work? I mean--  

 
LABONGE 

 
You just couldn't sleep on the sidewalk, so maybe a police officer would 

come out and say, "You can't sleep there," or a building inspector.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Where would they go?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think there weren't as many people out there, I mean, not as many 

people. Now it's become a free-spirited one. There was--because you can do 
it.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So when are you thinking back to, when it wasn't maybe quite as bad?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Oh, in the eighties and nineties.  



 
NICOLAIDES 

 
How about even over the period of your council service? Did you notice 

change?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, right in the beginning. Well, there was one big change when they tried 
to push everybody out of Skid Row, but all that did is create more, and 

that's where some of the institutions--it's a very tough problem. Before I 
left, I tried to do something. There's 2,700 churches, temples, and mosques 

from San Pedro to Chatsworth, from Venice to Boyle Heights. Working with 
the faith-based groups, is there opportunity within their parking lots or any 

buildings they have? Is there opportunity to make sure they're not like a 

landlord, that if the person who comes to the church and lives in the parking 
lot in a Home Depot hut or a small hut or whatever the case may be, if they 

are causing trouble, that they can be displaced immediately? Because I think 
that's a fear anyone has. You know, look it. There's probably--could you 

house 1,000 people in Los Angeles tonight if somebody had a back house 
and maybe was generous? Maybe, but they sure don't want to be stuck with 

a tenant that they have to keep--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So tell me about this faith-based initiative. Did you actually start putting 
something together on that?  

 
LABONGE 

 

Well, I spoke about it. I did, yeah, and then you run out of time.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

When was this?  
 

LABONGE 
 

2015, I remember, to get the count.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Oh, so it was your last--  
 



LABONGE 
 

Yeah, last year.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So you started talking about it?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Talking about it. And then I--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What was the--can you talk me through that a little bit or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I just thought that sometimes--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Who were you talking to?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I was talking to--first to identify, I talked with the building department to 

find out how many it is. And I also thought, I don't like to talk about religion, 
but I'm a Catholic, and I thought, okay, what can we do? And I worked with 

Sister Julia Mary, who's in heaven, and now Sister Ann, at the Good Shepard 

Center, Step Up on Vine, which is another group, and there's some other--I 
helped get facilities built. And, also, the other thing, too, because my district 

had a little charitable wealth in it, many of the people who were constituents 
of mine would donate to these groups big time.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
To the religious groups?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, yeah, to Good Shepard Center, or to the Goodwill or to all these good 

groups. The nice thing is if you do have a district like this, there is a lot of 
people. They have a choice and they do things to help people. The guy who-



-and I had nothing to do with it--but the guy, Big Sunday, was created out 
of someone in our district who said, "We've got to do something."  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
You said you went to the building department, and what happened?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Just to get the number, how many churches, temples, or mosques. That's 

all, to give us a number. So let's say if there's 2,700 and we get 300 places, 
that's 300 you get. Right now, they go through such a long process. I do 

wish I was still on the council because I think we could move much quicker if 
given the responsibility to say, "You can't live on the sidewalks. You can 

make a choice. You can either go here or you can go to Timbuktu."  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So you found out there were 2,700 in your district?  

 
LABONGE 

 
No, in the city.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Oh, in the city. Sorry.  

 
LABONGE 

 

In the city, yeah. And there's much more in the county.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

And then did you--what else happened? Did anything further happen on this 
or did you run out of time or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
I ran out of time. I did, though, get more specific with the 300 the Catholics 

have, and I did see a bishop, and I asked him, "Hey, what are you going to 
do with all the convents?" Because there's no more nuns. And he said, 

"We're going to make offices out of them." I say, "Offices? What do you 
need offices for?" Because they're losing their offices because they're paying 



off their bills because of sins by priests. Okay. But I chickened out, Becky. I 
should have said to him, "Hey, what would Jesus do?" You know that 

phrase? "He'd say, 'Put people in the convents,' I think."  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

The homeless?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. But I chickened out. I couldn't ask him that second part of 
the question.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Why, do you think?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I chickened out? I was at a priest's funeral, so that was half of it, and then I 
just felt, okay, I'm going to--I don't want to get in a fight with these guys, 

but I could maybe get someone who's smarter and more--But if a prominent 
Catholic went to the archbishop and said, "Hey, we could do this. Let's figure 

it out," they should. Anyway, so that's--look at that carefully, but--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Okay.  
 

LABONGE 

 
But you know "What would Jesus do?" You know that?  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah.  

 
LABONGE 

 
You know what chickening out is? You know, it's like I chickened out.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 



It's hard balancing everything. Okay. And then let's move on, I think just for 
time's sake here. I want to return, also, back a little bit to public safety and 

crime. One question I had is, thinking about from like 2001 to '15 while you 
were councilperson there, do you think--did crime change at all that you 

were seeing? Was it a constant or were there shifts that you were seeing?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I think Bill Bratton did a good job, who was the chief from--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

In your district especially, maybe.  
 

LABONGE 

 
Well, he happened to live in the district, which was there. But also they got 

people focused on the numbers. That's what his thing was, the numbers. Put 
the cops on the dots. Where there's problems, put people there. Mr. Chief 

Bratton had--I think I may have mentioned to you that he had no 
relationship--he didn't grow up and go to Marshall High, and so if I screwed 

up, I went to Marshall. He had to say, "Well, do I really hammer them or do 
I show them the slide door?" whatever. So that was a very important 

transformation of the LAPD. But what I did to help the LAPD is helped--we 
had a bond issue to build more police stations. I physically went out and 

found a station for them for the Olympic Division. It was in the corner of 
11th--did I tell you this story?  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Yeah, you did.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, 11th and Vermont. So you know that story. And tried to build that 
community-based policing. I did remember mentioning, too, that the police 

department, over all the departments, has more face-to-face with 
community leaders, so we know that. Crime does go sporadic on that, 

property crime. In this neighborhood here, I've seen people in the middle of 
the night come by and they have an Uber car, looks like an Uber car, and 

they're idling, and then someone gets out of the backseat and checks the 
front door of a car. (Phone rings. Recorder turned off.)  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
You mentioned under Bill Bratton that you were seeing some changes, but 

can you just expand on that a little? Like what specifically were you--how 
were you seeing that showing up?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think using technology, and focused on technology, where's the 

crime, where you put the police offices. I remember I was in New York City 
and all I saw was police cars going, red lights and sirens. Well, here we 

didn't always go red lights and sirens. They had a thing called Code 2 High. 
Code 2 High means drive fast, but not with the siren. Code 3 is with the 

siren. And right at the same time, he thought we should change it, which 
they did, to have more red lights and sirens. I thought about it, because if 

our traffic was so bad, police officers couldn't maneuver, so you needed to 

have a siren. Things like that, technology, that was a big change on the 
sirens, on that.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So did you feel like that was working better or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Oh, I think so. I think the realignment of the department, also, for the first 

time, having someone from the outside come in, like Mr. Bratton. They did 
have Willie Williams, who was from the outside, but was not as successful, 

but tried to transform the LAPD, what was there, but--  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Were you hearing from your constituents on this issue, on the issue of crime 

or law enforcement?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, you do hear crime all the time, and most people do support the police 
department, although there's--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Is that mostly what you were hearing from people in your district, you think?  

 
LABONGE 



 
Yes, yeah, right. And there were some who didn't support it or didn't like 

tough policing, or whatever the case may be, but it was an aspect of 
community-based--they were, like I said, the most community-based 

government agency, at all, trying to work through these issues that we 
have. And then Bill Bratton did live in the neighborhood of Los Feliz.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
He did?  

 
LABONGE 

 
He did walk down hand-in-hand with his wife to his favorite place on 

Saturday mornings alone, at--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Where was that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
--Hillhurst and Avocado. There was a little restaurant there that he liked. I 

remember when he first got elected--I don't know if I told you this story--he 
came to this house. The mayor called, Mayor Hahn called, and said, "You 

want to go out to breakfast?" And I said, "No, no, no. Send him to my 
house. I'll show him the neighborhood." So he came to my house. I have a 

convertible car. I wanted to put him in the convertible, but the security said, 
"No, you can't do that. We're driving." So we got in his car, we drove, and I 

showed him a house overlooking Silver Lake, thinking he could live--I told 

him--the advice I gave him is you don't live more than twenty minutes from 
Parker Center or city hall. So they went into the house, and I remember the 

neighbor's name was David over there. They were selling their house, and 
went halfway through the house. He showed him the house, then he realized 

he's the chief of police, just got--and he didn't realize it, my neighbor didn't. 
But he had a garage that didn't have any access to the house, so security 

didn't like it because he'd have to leave the garage and go out to the street 
and come back in. He ended up living in the Los Feliz Oaks, which is a great 

neighborhood, over by Immaculate Heart High School, in the back of that hill 
there.  

 

But it's tough. It's everyday--it's like a game, but not a game, but it's reality 

of, like, a football game or a baseball game or a marathon in the run or 



whatever it is. You're always on and you've got to do something every day. 
You're not going to sit there. You know, like, I love the firefighters, but 

sometimes there's no fire hardly, or some other thing, that the percentage is 
different, because there's always the challenge for public safety.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And then sort of moving into another area that's-- these challenges of life in 

L.A.--a lot of people have been concerned in L.A. about issues like 
inequality, poverty, segregation that seems to persist over time and 

different kind of changes, but it sort of still is there in certain ways. I'm just 
wondering, like especially around maybe something like poverty, that I'm 

sure was present even within your district--how were you sort of dealing 
with issues like that or thinking about that?  

 

LABONGE 
 

In the old 4th District when I worked for John Ferraro, you had a lot of old 
pensioners who lived in the MacArthur Park area, and then there was also a 

wave of immigration that came, and they were replaced by, primarily, 
people from Mexico, and when El Salvador had its problems, many of them 

found their way to this corridor of the city, the Koreans came in big 
numbers, and, all of a sudden, it transformed an area. And I think all of 

them want the same thing: a nice place to live. They don't have to be in 
Beverly Hills, but a nice place to live and safety for their families, clean 

parks, and things of this nature here. So you would go to this situation and 
there'd be sometimes--I remember bad times when--I think it was under 

(James Earl "Jimmy") Carter (Jr.)--I think they came from Cuba right into 
MacArthur Park. It was troubling because it was Castro. Walked the guys out 

of their prison into Guantanamo, and then they shipped them to the United 

States and they came to L.A. But just the challenge of people was--man, it's 
tough, because there was a reality--I can't think what everybody else thinks, 

but not everybody thinks like I think or my family, which I teach our children 
and my wife, Brigid, who's a wonderful person, about we're different, but 

we're all the same, and what we want is kind of the same, too, in a way, so 
it's the challenge that we have.  

 

And it's a struggle. I mean, it's a struggle. I was fortunate to get a job for 

thirty-nine years with the City of Los Angeles, and not many people could 
work thirty-nine years anywhere. I wish I was still there, because I loved my 

job. Trying to figure out how to save money to be able to buy is another 
issue here for people, and most of them, too--many immigrants, they 

became renters of houses of--you know, and all the challenges. Then it gets 



so big to be able to buy a home. We couldn't buy this home that we bought 
in 1998, and--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you feel a desire to try to deal with those--with that--those conditions 

for your constituents, especially, who were dealing with that in some way? 
Did you take any initiatives around like helping those folks?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I did a lot of initiatives working for trying to build homeless facilities 

that would deal with challenged people, like the Good Shepard Center, and 
also, if I can say this, many--and I did say this, but I'll say it again--many of 

the supporters came from people who lived in the district to these places 

here, which is good.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Even beyond the housing issue, but just dealing with--I mean, I know that's 
a difficult nut to crack, in a way, but I was just curious as to if you were 

taking any specific steps that might have tried to address poor people and 
kind of the situations that they were dealing with.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, the district wasn't as poor as other districts, so you have this challenge 

here.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Were there pockets of real poverty in your district?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Some pockets, yeah, some pockets, but not like you have in other parts of 

the city, on that. Working with people--always helping people--in mine, I 
really looked at, from sidewalk to sidewalk in trying to do it, and hopefully it 

would--you only had a chance to deal with the property, is when there was a 
development, so to be--I don't know who would be the person in history who 

was always looking to help people out in the way that you just described. I 
was more for the physical way, the broken-windows way, the local way in 

that deal stuff.  
 



NICOLAIDES 
 

What was your thought on sanctuary cities and undocumented immigrants?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, here's what I looked--I looked at everybody being a citizen of Los 
Angeles, so I tried to help them, wherever they were from. Just yesterday, I 

ran into somebody at the Smart and Final who was from Bangladesh, and I 
told you the story about Bangladesh, Little Bangladesh, of getting the street 

sign made, Little Bangladesh, if you remember that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, maybe you did.  

 
LABONGE 

 
And this guy was so happy, and I haven't seen him in ten years, but he 

thought I was somebody, but you just helped them on that particular issue, 
and they try to get that. For me, I don't like to see fights between federal 

government and local government or that type of deal. I understand. I 
mean, if you're here, that's up to the federal government. Somehow, these 

people got here, so I'm not going to turn my back on these people, but I 
believe that's your job. So I think the constant problem that the federal 

government has had on immigration is they--when more people are here 
who overstay their visas, more people here from other parts, not, you know, 

Mexico. I think we should be very much focused on neighbors, whether it's 
Canadians or Mexico. Whatever it is, I think that's a good thing because 

they're neighbors. Figure it out.  

 

But I don't like the way we fight, like I say, between the federal government 

and the local government--whether it's on the immigration issue or whether 
it's on the engineering, whether it's on water, whether it's on fire protection 

or whatever it is. I think they should be cooperative spirits. On sanctuary 
city, I don't--I'm not a particular advocate for that. I just say if you're here, 

you've got to follow the rules and help them. I'm not--that's not for me to 
judge, on that type of issue.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Although, because some of the issues that have come up, which is exactly 

what you're describing, where should the localities help the federal 



authorities enforce whatever those immigration laws are. They change. Like, 
should the city help that, aid those efforts to enforce maybe stronger laws at 

certain times or whatever that might be? That's kind of, I think, the issue 
behind the sanctuary city movement.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, the saddest thing you hear is from some family that's been affected by 

someone who was not a caring soul, but a violent person who took the life of 
their family member, and I think of the woman in San Francisco, by 

someone who's been through the system. And I would think--I would bet 
you if you went to every immigrant that's here and you said, "What should 

we do to defend that guy who took someone's life?" they wouldn't want to 
defend that guy, but yet you don't want to be a tattle-tail, and say, "This 

guy, this guy," or look at it. I think there should be processes to correct this 

here and welcoming.  

 

Also, on the economic development, to help other countries, especially our 
neighbors, is very important. I think the current President of the United 

States has a horrible vision of people, and looking how to help people and all 
that stuff, it's different. From a practical sense, it's like if you're flying an 

airplane, there's a captain of the plane and they're totally in charge with 
everything, but now because of all these different things, people want to do 

it this way or that way. There should be some rules. I understand how 
people--I remember in the nineties, there were videos, and everything 

changes when you've got video, so it changes. But there were videos where 
people were running through the borders. Now, I don't think they were anti-

people. There are some people that don't like anybody but their own skin, 
whatever it is, okay. But there--I think one thing about Americans, they're 

more orderly, interested in order, and red light light/green light, if I can use 

that term, than someone, just let them run through the border. So I do 
believe in economic development. I do believe the relationship between San 

Diego and Tijuana is important and friendly. I talk to my friends in San 
Diego and they don't like to see this hostility that the president has. But to 

the same point, you don't want people to run through the system, and then 
claim something. So it really has to be figured out, and I don't know how it 

gets figured out unless you've got a big heart and mind to do it, and most 
people don't. But when--because I did ask myself these last few years--I 

just look straight out. I don't think I ever called in any of my long career and 
said, "This guy's an illegal alien." I never called to anybody or made any 

specifically anything--  
 

NICOLAIDES 



 
When you said, "I look straight out," what did you mean by that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I looked out to the whole people. All I looked at, they were people, but I 

can't say that if I picked on anybody, but I would encourage it. That's why I 
like the sister city program. You know, and like all these neighborhood signs, 

why is Little Bangladesh at 4th and Vermont? Because the faith that they 
have is in a mosque that's right on the corner in that area. Why did Little 

Armenia come to this area of East Hollywood? Because somebody opened an 
Armenian church or the Thai temple or whatever the case may be. It's 

interesting separating faith. I do believe in the Fourth Amendment, 
separation of church and state, mosque and state, temple and the state--I 

do believe in church in community or mosque in community or temple in 

community, meaning that involvement, which is so important for people. 
But, so, it's a big question that we have right now. But I do, I love the 

international flavor of Los Angeles. I think after the Olympic games--I mean, 
Los Angeles was always a black, white, brown, yellow town, if you can use 

those colors, but after the '84 Olympic games, it just skyrocketed, for 
whatever reason, where it's the whole world. But I do think red light/green 

light, clean streets/dirty streets, some basic stuff is what people want to 
see, as opposed to a carefree look it may have. Rules are made to help bring 

safety to people, so--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Although you did say you never got on the phone and reported an 
undocumented.  

 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, I can't think--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So you wouldn't have taken it to that level--  
 

LABONGE 
 

No.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 



--in your own--I mean, you didn't do that while you were in power?  
 

LABONGE 
 

No, no. I don't believe--I can't--I would remember that. I just looked at 
people, and, like I say, red light/green light, on what it is to care.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah. Okay. I want to--  

 
LABONGE 

 
And I know this--like in the election for Richard Riordan, Mike Woo, at the 

time, wanted to make a sanctuary city, and I wasn't necessarily for making 

it a sanctuary city. I think they have made it now a sanctuary city or 
whatever the case may be.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Well, the state too.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah. In all that, I just think we're Californians, but if you look at them all 

straight--but if you do screw up, I think you've got to pay a price, and 
you've got to have red light/green light all of a sudden. How many, how 

much, impact is the challenge here--what line--who's in line first, someone 
who's born and raised here? And I also believe helping the DREAMers is 

extremely important. I hate the word "chain migration." It just is a horrible 

thought that the president has. That's what brought this country together, 
immigrants, from all over. There's more people from Germany in the history 

of this country than anywhere else, and then there's all the Irish who came, 
and William Mulholland, who brought us water, was not a trained engineer, 

but self-taught, and the Chinese, who helped build the railroads, and all 
these things. It's really a great thing, but, again, people want to--there's this 

issue of--that takes a longer discussion than this. But as a city 
representative, you were Angelino, but if you were from out of town, I'd 

welcome you, just whatever the case may be.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Right, right. Okay. So moving into infrastructure, I had some questions for 
you on that. Can you maybe--I know that's a big question, but I'm 



wondering--I just want to ask, can you walk me through some of the major 
initiatives that you took in this area?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Absolutely. Well, the capital improvements, and I was always like a city guy, 

and even working on the way up, working for John Ferraro. Capital 
improvements are important. They put it on the list, and then you try to 

push it up. I always wanted to get things for the district and for the city.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What were some of the more important--  
 

LABONGE 

 
The biggest thing I did, and this transitions--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--that you can tell me about your involvement.  

 
LABONGE 

 
--my time, too, with John Ferraro and through to my time there working for 

John, getting the community leadership together, getting Proposition A 
passed, which was a park bond issue which brought money to the park 

system for remodeling and expanding the Griffith Observatory, which was 
completed like in 2005. But it started in 1992 with a press conference at the 

Observatory, and this is when we were redistricted. We came up to the 

Hollywood Hills and to Griffith Park, Los Feliz--and because I was a local, it 
helped me deliver for John and the community, but it took a long time, but 

we got it done, which was real important. The subway down Wilshire 
Boulevard, I initiated it when I was on the MTA board. I got up and I walked 

over to Mayor Hahn, who was on the board as well, city appointee, and I 
said, "Mayor, do you want to start the subway again?" And he said, "Well, 

you go do it, Tom. That's all right. You go do it." So I said, "Great. Okay." I 
said to myself, "Great."  

 

It took a while because it was controversial, and some of the county 

representatives didn't like the fact that the subway didn't go to East L.A. It's 
just the light rail, Gloria Molina, and she also had a particular dislike for Los 

Angeles city government, not the people, but the government, the people 



who ran the City of Los Angeles. Anyway, long story short, we were able to 
get it by one vote. Mr. Yaroslavsky did vote for it, and he was hesitant at 

first, but then I went out to Beverly Hills, Culver City, Santa Monica, and 
West Hollywood city councils and asked for their support, which they gave it, 

which helped get this subway going out Wilshire Boulevard. Takes a long 
time, but it's coming. That was the biggest infrastructure start, because 

somebody had to start it.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

When was that when you--  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think it was in 2003.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
When you were on the board, the MTA--  

 
LABONGE 

 
The MTA board, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you have memories of any pieces of that push that stick out in your mind 

of how you kind of got that to happen?  
 

LABONGE 

 
Roger Snoble (phonetic) was the general manager or the head of the thing, 

and he said, "We've got to find a way to get through this methane--," 
because there was methane then on the Wilshire Boulevard, and there was a 

problem where there was--when the first construction, what stopped it all 
going that way. And, "We've got to get this study so we can safely do 

methane."  

 

I remember meeting with Congressman (Henry) Waxman, who was a great 
congressman for our country. He was very interested in making sure there 

was approval for a very much needed museum in Pan Pacific Park, so when I 
met with him, he talked more about that at the time than he did talk about 

the subway, and I told him I did support this, because it was going to be a 



museum for the Holocaust, which was very prominent in that neighborhood, 
which they just had to do it right. They, at first, had a design that was 

nothing. Now it was designed with more of an affection to the cause. When 
I'd go back to Washington to lobby to try to get federal money to study, to 

get this approved, that was his--I remember that clearly in--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So Waxman played a role on that piece of it?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, he had to. He was the congressman, yeah, and had to approve, to say 
okay.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So he had to be onboard?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Had to be onboard, but he was, but at the same time, too, he was asking to 
make sure, which I was, for this museum. I just wanted it to be done right. 

Just recently, just recently, Becky, I spent forty-five minutes outside reading 
every message they had, and it's really an important stop in anyone's life to 

visit that location and the history of what transpired in the darkest time of 
our generations of time.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Yeah, so that sounds like it was woven into the--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, it was woven into the whole thing and the--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

--MTA effort to--  
 

LABONGE 
 

--and then later got on. Mr. Hahn lost his mayorship. Mr. (Antonio) 
Villaraigosa took over, and he was a big pusher for the subway, but it didn't 



happen until the study that I called for got approved, which gave a green 
light to move further down where we're in construction now.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
How did--and when--was that approved?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I think in 2003, but I've got to check that out.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What else do you remember that you had to do to get that over the goal 

line?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, some of the people at Hancock Park didn't want it, because they didn't 

want a stop at Crenshaw, so there wasn't going to be a stop at Crenshaw. 
People were afraid of earthquakes. You've just got to keep going. And, 

again, when I talked about the sister city program, I was able to travel 
either on myself or some other program--sometimes I'd go by the state 

department somewhere. This infrastructure that other cities had was 
amazing, and it moved people. It just changed it.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Can you tell me a little more about the Hancock Park resistance or what you 

were seeing?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, there was original resistance for a stop at Crenshaw, because they 

thought there would be development. They did pass--and a guy named John 
Welborn, who was a super citizen, activist, who is now a publisher of the 

Larchmont Chronicle now, but he wasn't then, he fought for a three-story 
height limit because they didn't want to have what took place in Westwood, 

all that high-rise on Wilshire Boulevard out there. That was very important 
because it did make it only three stories, which I support, but also that 

happened on Mr. Ferraro's time. But there was some concern about a 
Crenshaw stop, and there was some voices from Southwest L.A. to say, 

"Why are they doing this?" There were much bigger--I wasn't involved in 
that. That's a reality that took place. Ultimately, they're building the 



Crenshaw Line off the Expo Line, and there'll be another phase where it will 
go up Crenshaw to San Vicente to West Hollywood. But I think there wasn't 

a loud cry against it. Also, this is different than John Ferraro. John Ferraro 
was not for the subway. He was for light rail, but I believed in the subway, 

and, again, a lot had to do with me seeing the world, how people moved, 
that we could do this better, and it should have been done long ago.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Were there other--in terms of your own personal involvement with this--

were there other memories you have of what helped push this through in 
that process that stand out in your mind?  

 
LABONGE 

 

Time had come for this to come back. That was one of the things. It was 
close. There were a lot of people against it, but at the same time, the time 

has come because of traffic. To see what was going out in the Miracle Mile, 
to see the work at LACMA, all these other things that were taking place.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you have to deal with Gloria Molina at all on this?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah. Well, she didn't vote for it, but she was on the board, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Do you remember any interactions that you might have had with her or--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I don't think we were--no. She was very different than--she was very 
committed to what she did in what she thought was right for the district that 

she represented for the County of Los Angeles, but she wasn't L.A.-friendly 
and L.A. city-friendly, and she also felt that they got cheated in not having 

the what is the Gold Line be a subway line from there. So, those politics, but 
it's--we should be working all the time on transit instead of arguing.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And other infrastructure projects that--  



 
LABONGE 

 
The Los Angeles River issue, although we're a long way away--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
What were you involved with on that?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I was always an advocate for the river, and, in fact, when I worked for John, 

again--and John, again, was very impactful in my life in service--I would 
represent him. We'd go to the meetings and I remember the one in 1988 in 

the mayor's office. There was a guy named Richard Katz who wanted to run 

trucks up the river--he was a state assembly--because of traffic, and there 
was nothing but concrete down from Long Beach, uptown. Ultimately, that 

inspired more to fight it because they liked nature, and Lew MacAdams, 
who's the head of the Friends of the (Los Angeles) River, now retired from it, 

he was a voice. I was a voice, too, but the infrastructure that I got there was 
on Los Feliz Boulevard, and I--again, working with John, there's a lot. God, 

you're making me remember all this stuff. Working directly with the 
engineers, they wanted to know what side of the river should the bikeway be 

on, and I said on the west side of the river. Why the west side? Because all 
the horses live on the east side, so I didn't want conflict between horses and 

bikes, so that's what they got. Then at Los Feliz and the L.A. River, there's 
power poles, big high-tension power poles, and the Water and Power 

engineers didn't want the bridge for the bikes at Los Feliz there. Well, they 
were dedicating a small park for the river, and the head of Water and Power 

came out to the river. I always said, anybody who's a big cheese, I let them 

speak, people speak, so I let him speak. Afterwards, I talked with him and 
Lewis MacAdams on the side and said, "Hey--," this is (S.) David Freeman, 

who was the head of Water and Power, "your folks won't let us build a bridge 
here." "Let me check into it."  

 

By Monday afternoon, we got approval. That was a big thing, to get that 

bridge built, because it connected the bikeway over Los Feliz, where other 
parts of the river they would go underneath, which they did at Fletcher 

(Drive) and at Hyperion (Avenue) and other parts. So that was a big thing. 
It would take--relationships are a big deal, all the way around.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 



Sure. Yeah. And, then, you also were involved in the Urban Light exhibition--
or the installation at--or it was--sorry.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, yeah, that was--yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did you want to say anything more about the--  

 
LABONGE 

 
No, Urban Lights, I mean, there was more here. Let me just see here, 

because I did-- (recorder turned off)  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
So I wanted to just ask how you were involved in the Urban Light sculpture 

outside of LACMA (Los Angeles County Museum of Art).  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, I always was in the La Brea Tar Pits, the county art museum, all these 
things, supportive of. They came to me and they said, "Look it. If we could 

get rid of (South) Ogden Street (Drive), we could make this space and it 
would connect both sides of the museum." And that was a no-brainer for 

me, although some people in the community didn't want it because they'd 
have to go longer around the block, but I thought it was very important for 

the campus at LACMA to have all that.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Did they come to you--was it specifically for this--  

 
LABONGE 

 
They specifically came to close that street.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--for this, for Urban Light?  

 
LABONGE 



 
Yeah. Well, and then the plan for Urban Lights came, which was Chris 

Burden, God rest his soul.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So did the street closure come before the--  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yes. We couldn't do it before. When they dedicated it, the Renzo Piano--he's 
a great architect who was involved with all the campus and what they're 

doing out at LACMA--he said to the mayor, "Mr. Villaraigosa, thank you very 
much for this here." And he said to the supervisor, "Xavier (unclear)," he 

said, "thank you very much for your help. This has been very important." 

Then he said, "And Tom!" just like that. "And Tom! Thank you. You gave me 
something in Los Angeles I think nobody would have ever given me. You 

gave me a street." And that's a touching statement from a great architect, 
but also a righteous statement about what you can do when you close a 

street and create life, and now Urban Lights and Chris Burden's concept with 
all the old city streetlights is a powerful engine of lifetime experiences for 

people who travel there to see it at night, so I'm just very pleased with that 
particular project. Another thing just, too, that I just wanted to note, I did a 

lot of work on getting a new distribution facility, a station for Water and 
Power to have consistent power, built. It was the first new distribution 

station built in the east--or, excuse me, the western--near Western and 
Beverly on (West) Maplewood (Avenue) in a long, long, long time, that 

station system. And then many truck lines were improved, infrastructure, 
both--  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

When was that station set up there or built there?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Like in 2010. I don't have that correctly, but right in there, just--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Around that time.  
 

LABONGE 
 



Around that time. But they needed it because they couldn't get power to the 
greater Wilshire area. They had many outages there. And then a lot of water 

lines were improved. A lot of street landscape--the great Larchmont/Windsor 
Square area, they put islands down the middle of the street landscape. I 

helped facilitate that. It was something I always liked to do. It was the 
community's idea to do it. Right away, we pushed it. I remember working 

with John Ferraro, God bless John. He gets a letter. "Here, Tom. Handle it." 
"Please remove the driveway and put in two parking meters for the old 

Safeway lot on Larchmont." Well, at the same time, there was a guy named 
Tom Connor in DOT (Department of Transportation), and they were thinking 

of new ideas, and I said, "Hey, how about this?" It was the first public-
private partnership where the city bought below the grade and above the 

grade, built below the grade the parking structure, and above, a developer 
built shops, and instead of two parking spaces for Larchmont, they got 158 

or whatever it is.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I remember you mentioning that before. What was your involvement in 

that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

The idea's over here and the land's over here, and shepherding and keeping 
up the spirit of the guy who wants to do this, the transportation guy, Tom 

Connor, and the community and everybody else. It was like a no--I mean, a 
win-win situation for everybody, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

So kind of shepherding the process along.  
 

LABONGE 
 

Right, and make sure it goes and pushing it on through, on all that particular 
way. So, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And then, I know, I think, we can't get to everything, but I did want to ask 

you, were there other things while you were on the city council that were 
particularly meaningful to you or important to you that you wanted to talk 

about, like passion projects or whatever memories you have?  
 



LABONGE 
 

Representing the city was very big for me. I was the cheese. To be able to 
bring greetings from Los Angeles, I was the Los Angeles representative. That 

was good. Tourism was very important for me. I love to welcome people, 
and I have that big belief. Parks were very important for me, especially 

Griffith Park, and making people love their park and nature. The river was 
important to me. Bicycling was very important to me. So these things were 

just being able to be the conductor, to be the (Gustavo) Dudamel or to be 
the Tom Brady or whomever you want to choose, for the city and for the 

district. So that was a good thing. Would I have done some things 
differently? I maybe would have documented more, even the requests, 

because a lot of times, I'd pick up the phone, "Hey, let's do this." "Okay." 
And then maybe I wouldn't get back or whatever, and, all of a sudden, the 

opportunity went away, instead of hammering. Paper still is paper, and it 

means something. You've got to hammer a little more, I think, on that.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Were there any things in particular that kind of dropped off the radar that 
you remember that you regret, maybe?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, probably thinking this at a stop sign three hours from now on my way 

through town, you know. But there were certain things that didn't happen 
that could have happened. Reclaimed water, we did get some in Griffith 

Park, but I should have got it all reclaimed before, and it would have helped 
out a lot. I'd still like one more chance to play pickup. I just have somebody 

who's next to me who could articulate it. Like here's a confession: I don't 

know if I ever sent an email before--when I was in office--if I physically ever 
sent an email, because I was fortunate to have a great staff. Juliette 

Durand, Dorothy Perez, Debby Kim, who's now the chief of staff for Gil 
Cedillo, were all right outside my door helping me at one time or another, 

making a difference.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

What was your aversion to email?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I was faster than the Internet. I was out the door, I was going down the 
hall, I was going out to the community. So that's one thing that I think is 



just my style, that I know I'm old school, but I think it was a good school, 
but it was different, but I look back at it. I had some very important people, 

like Rory Fitzpatrick, who was across the street when I was growing up, 
civically minded. I had great deputies: young-Gi Kim was a great deputy; 

Stacey Marble, who was with me all the way, who had great skills to help me 
and articulate along the way; Jeanne Min, who I once mentioned, who's now 

the chief of staff for Mitch O'Farrell on there; Jane Galbraith, who was tough 
as nails and helpful in my press operation. I know I'm not going to mention 

them all, so I've got to come back to you with a list because I don't want to 
shortchange those who did serve me well.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right. Sure. And then can you tell me about the sister city program? Do you 

have memories of your own involvement in that? What were you doing along 

that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, the Olympics were a great thing in 1984, but prior to the Olympics, 
once we got the games, many people came to Los Angeles because we were 

going to have the games. There was our mayor, Tom Bradley, and there was 
John Ferraro, and if Mayor Bradley couldn't see the person, John Ferraro 

would see the person in the diplomatic exchange. Our sister city program 
had a meaning and a friendship in Los Angeles, and both those men 

approved of the program. So I got involved during Riordan's time. I was 
involved before, like in the eighties.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

In what way?  
 

LABONGE 
 

West Berlin was--I've taken pictures of Los Angeles since 1974. Are you in 
town on the 13th or you're in Italy on the 13th?  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I think we're gone in June, yeah.  

 
LABONGE 

 



Yeah. I'm speaking at a library on all my work. So I started taking pictures, 
and then I remember I went to Berlin once in '78 and then I got started 

working at city hall. Then the guy in Berlin loved Los Angeles, so he would 
come here a lot, the sister city guy, and I'd drive him around or whatever 

the case may be. Then I went to Berlin to take pictures and West Berlin 
hosted me, because they did that back then, and they'd drive me around 

their town. I'd take pictures of the divided city and the people. Then I had 
an exhibit there in Berlin I think in '85 and '87 and '92 or something, and 

other sister cities, Nagoya, Vancouver, other cities around the world that I'd 
exhibited in Los Angeles. So the program, though, People to People 

(International) was pretty impactful, because you'd meet people who cared 
about other people, and--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

How exactly did that work? Like, what was happening in that program?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Like I say, Nagoya, Japan, is very involved. They have a parade every year 
down in Little Tokyo. The mayor comes every other year. Our people are 

supposed to go every other year. It's very involved. Not all sister cities are 
like that. Culture, music, art, dance, friendship, I think it's just important. It 

was the vision of Eisenhower who saw the ravages of the war eye-to-eye, 
felt that we should have this type of program to bring people together.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
And sounds like your involvement was kind of around your photography?  

 

LABONGE 
 

And the love of Los Angeles and the love of people, I mean, more, but the 
photography was just having to be.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I mean, as a councilperson, was there any other aspects of your involvement 

in that?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, sometimes the state department, we'd go to represent the country and 
just building bridges with other people, which was very important to do in 



there. Then you work with the local community, who's usually someone 
who's very much in love with the city that they came from, so there's 

diversity involved in that. So it all works together as a People to People 
program, and just to have a name. Then my wife, who's very special, Brigid, 

she designed the sister city monument, if you've ever seen it at city hall on 
the corner of 1st and Main, it tells people where to go, you know, "Berlin, 

7,312 miles, Nagoya, Auckland, 10,000 miles," whatever it is. You could do 
that. So it also was added to my ability in the city hall to bring people in and 

go beyond our borders, so to speak. And Lusaka, the work--although I 
haven't been to Lusaka, but they're very soulful and they bring help to 

villages to bring water systems and all the challenges they have in Africa 
they're trying to solve.  

 

And it's fun, I'll say that, too, to be able to represent--to say you're from Los 

Angeles and you're in a different city, it's pretty impressive. I was not 

elected, but it was 1999 and there was the airlift celebration, the fiftieth 
anniversary of the Berlin Airlift, and I go and I have a mayor's 

commendation. Then the guy there, very orderly German guy, "Hmm, I wish 
I knew." He scratches his head a little. Okay. They have this little event with 

the big cheeses. Anyway, that evening, they have 40,000 people in the 
Olympic Stadium and they all--the countries New Zealand, South Africa, 

England, France, United States, Canada--when they sealed off Berlin, they 
had the airlift, when they flew in food and all the things that they needed, 

had a parade in. Well, the guy who was the L.A. guy was friends with the 
guy who was in charge of the festivities there, so I don't know where they 

came up with it, say, "You sit here, and at 8:35, we come get you." So at 
8:35, they come get me, I go down to the field. At 8:40, I'm speaking to 

40,000 people in the Olympic Stadium in Berlin. "Greetings from Los 
Angeles," and I speak a little German, but I wasn't long at all. But I 

remember going up to the press box of the old Olympic Stadium and there 

was a guy with a hat on smoking a Pall Mall cigarette, and he said to me, 
"You reminded me of a young John Kennedy." And it was like lightning 

through my body, because obviously Mr. Kennedy's impact on the world, but 
also in Berlin, because he's only in Berlin eight hours when he made that 

speech "Ich bin ein Berliner." But the guy made me feel so welcoming. And it 
was fun to speak. I'll tell you, it's an honor to represent a great city like Los 

Angeles, which I've had to do many times, and I would love to continue to 
do, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Yeah, that's a good story. So just kind of moving towards a few last final 

questions in the interview, just kind of thinking back over the years that you 



were on the city council, did you sense that there were any ways that the 
city council changed over your fourteen years in office?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Oh, absolutely. I think the biggest change now, primarily, most of the 

representatives come from Sacramento, and most of the representatives--
whereas often--and I may have mentioned this the other day--the era that I 

went, there were people who worked for councilpeople who got elected. You 
know, Greig Smith worked for Hal Bernson, Jan Perry worked for Rita 

Walters, on down the line, and others, Cindy Miscikowski worked for Marvin 
Braude, all the--I could mention, and I will want to mention them all, 

because I can't miss them all because they'll--so that was this connection. 
Now they're Sacramento, and Sacramento's a different politics. You know, 

like I say, I'm a nonpartisan. I'm a Democrat, but I'm nonpartisan in the 

sense of I just care if you care about L.A. If you care about L.A., I'm going 
to help you more. So that has changed quite a bit.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
How do you think that's impacted the way city politics and government 

happens?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, because they're tied to their party. They're very tied to--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So it's more--you think it's more partisan?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Little more partisan, but also, psychologically, they're tied to their party. But 

we hear, I think, all of those who graduated on their way up from being staff 
for--you know, tied to the city more than tied to the party, in a way, 

although I--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

How--oh, sorry.  
 

LABONGE 
 



I'm just more city than some. Paul Koretz is in Sacramento. He was in West 
Hollywood. Paul Krekorian was in Burbank and an assemblyperson, (Bob) 

Blumenfield. Whatever the case may be, they were--that's the difference. 
That's the big difference that I see there.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Just to ask you, to follow up on that a little bit, because I am kind of curious 

about this nonpartisan thing, too. When you were perceiving it changing to 
being more partisan, how do you think that that has affected governance in 

the city?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, recently--and I don't know if I mentioned this, because it was in there-

-I talked about Fernando Guerra, who was talking about, "our democratic 
city," all that stuff, and he was saying it more with enthusiasm than with it's 

a fact. And then I go back and roll back to look at Tom Bradley. He had to 
look at everybody across the board, just the citizens of L.A., and he was 

partisan, obviously, when he ran for governor, but still, you've got to be that 
way, I think, when you're here to not be divided. Even the current situation 

now with the president, if he was a mayor of a town, he would have been 
gone years ago because he divides more than brings people together. I think 

that's important as we look at it. Your job is to take care of that district of 
the city of Los Angeles, but sometimes in Sacramento, you're there for a 

reason other than the reason of serving the people, because you're so 
isolated from people. You're up at a state capital. It's a different world, 

although there's some great people like Barbara Friedman, who's an 
assemblywoman down here, and others who get it. But I think that's one of 

the challenges of the change. There's more relying on--or there's less relying 

on departments, I think, than they're more relying on their own staffs on 
some issues related to policy, so--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Can you give me an example or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
I just think--they don't meet long. They used to meet five days a week when 

I worked for John Ferraro, then they reduced it to three days. Now they 
don't meet as long. I think there could be more--  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
Who's not meeting as long?  

 
LABONGE 

 
The city council.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Oh, the council itself?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right, right, yeah, the council itself. So it's a little different. But, also, too, 

the other thing, too, that I benefit from, more than probably those people 

that I mentioned, is the relationships, having twenty-seven years to be in 
the single-A or triple-A or double-A baseball, whatever it is, and then you 

make it to the Majors. That's a big thing, because in local government, 
you've really got to know people because they do the work, the people who 

work in the communities, so--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So do you think that's gone away somewhat?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I think it's gone somewhat away.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you think term limits had an effect on that, too, or--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, term limits--although they could argue it, but, all of a sudden--twelve 

years is fast. I got to serve fifteen because John died, almost fifteen, but it 
goes so fast. Now, John Ferraro had thirty-five years, and he had a great 

district pretty much all the way.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Do you think something's lost with term limits, in a way?  
 



LABONGE 
 

I think a little bit. I think a little bit, but then I can understand the other 
argument people have. So it's just kind of the balance there, but I would go 

without term limits if you could.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Really?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
Would you have run again if you could have?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, I would have run again, yeah.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
If you weren't termed out.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right.  

 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Can you tell me a little bit about what you've been doing since you left office 
in 2015?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, like I have since 1970, I hike every day in Griffith Park, I do 

conservation work up there primarily in Dante's View, but also in the other 
places there up at Mount Hollywood. I pick up a lot of trash, which is sad, 

Charlie Turner Trailhead, all these places there. I stop by some of my 
favorite groups that I work with, the Friends of the River, help them if I see 

something. I wish I had money to help people like others do, to give bigger 
donations, but I'm limited on that, still have kids in college. I stop by 



Homeboy Industries and I'm going to start a program with them to--we're 
going to--Wednesdays Walks. It was Wednesday's Walk with Miguel, but 

Miguel got a job, so he's out, so I've got to figure it out. But we're going to 
just walk over to city hall or walk over to the Central Library or just get out 

walking, because I think it's important. Greg Boyle I've known for a long 
time, his family. His sister dated my brother Timmy years ago, so we've 

known each other (unclear), so it's a big special place there.  

 

I used to just stop by and see people, but when I was a councilman, they 
accepted a drop-in. Now people are a little more organized. They don't want 

someone to drop in on them, so I've got to change my habit on that. And I 
try to do what my wife, Brigid, says to do, but I don't always do it.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

Which is what?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Get a job. So, yeah, so--if you'd like to paint the house--but it's all pretty 
good. It happens fast, though. It happens fast. I would just say to someone 

who's interested in helping people, just enjoy it, which I truly did. Learn 
from others. Empower others to do things, because you can't always do it all 

yourself, where you give them the leeway, to just help people. It's good, so-
-  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Right. I want to ask this of you to kind of get it on the record, which is there 

was some controversy when you left office over your records.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Right, right.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Can you kind of tell me what happened with that from your perspective?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, basically, yeah, what happened is I was in an office that I had to leave, 

physically, the office five days before the end of my term. I think it was a 



Tuesday, the end of the term, and it was like I had to be out by Friday--
Friday, Saturday, Sunday, Monday, Tuesday--I think, by midnight, okay, 

because somebody else was coming in. Mr. (David) Ryu, who was the 
councilperson-elect. And I did meet with Mr. Ryu and we talked a little at 

Robert Burns Park, had a walk around the block, sat on the bench, but at no 
time did he ask for anything from me. But, okay, it's all right. I had no 

allegiance to him at the time, although I have a friendly conversation now 
and just had one yesterday.  

 

So, all of a sudden, we're running out of time, and, truthfully, I should have 

started a year ago to shed all the stuff. I brought boxes that I had from my 
garage into city hall of stuff that I collected. I was a--I don't want to call it a 

hoarder, but I did collect. The 1939 public works report, or whatever it was, 
I would collect it. So we ran out of time. And then, also, my staff, once they 

saw the end was there, they're all going different directions, so you're down 

to--my wife came in and my cousin came in to volunteer, to help me. 
Anyway, the clock's out and we have stuff that we think no one cares about. 

No one asks for it. Now, there's nothing--there's no office for the new man 
to move into, because he's going to get somebody else's office, and there 

was no administrator from the city who said, "This is what you should do or 
not do." Other people did what they accused me of doing. They even said 

there was someone who once was mayor recently who had a professional 
shredder right outside his office.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Who?  

 
LABONGE 

 

Well, you've got to figure it out.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Okay.  
 

LABONGE 
 

So, you know, they're not a judge, they're not a judge, so that should tell 
you. So anyway, so the time came and I left, okay. Then the new person 

comes in--but, also, the thing, too, just to let you know, I had a poor 
relationship with whoever was on the beat for the L.A. Times. When I say a 

poor relationship, one with this guy named David (Zahniser), and basically 



he kind of walked funny, and he'd come behind you and tippy-toe and he'd 
look at your papers or--when you were sitting there in council--and ask you 

some question, and I don't think he cared about sports, okay. So, I didn't 
have a relationship. Then there was a new person who was cutting their--I 

don't want to use the words cutting their teeth or whatever they call it, but 
that's a phrase--on there. So they didn't know me, really, or had any 

friendship or whatever it is. I believe--and this is like four years ago--
someone who was on my staff who worked for me, who I gave every Friday 

off because they were a longtime city person, and, etc., etc., got a great job 
with the new councilperson, and she goes to a hearing and they ask about 

something. And she, who was a planning deputy, says, "Well, all the files 
were destroyed." Well, many of those files were hers, okay, that she was--

when she was leaving--was throwing them through the recycler. Whatever 
the case may be, that started the interest in the L.A. Times when she said 

that at a public hearing, what happened to them. And then I just--

afterwards, though, after the time, I kind of felt, it's over. I mean, these--
and nobody cared for it anymore, I mean, other than Eddie. Eddie's the 

greatest guy in the world. He's in charge of parking at the garage.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

At city hall?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. But, I'm just saying Eddie, but Eddie's a great guy. 
Anyway, so then I think I made a technical decision not to talk, just because 

I basically had no relationship with the Times people who were there, so 
anything like that. Anyway, couple weeks pass, and then the tragedy in 

France where about eighteen people get killed, there's a memorial for the 

victims. I knew they were going to have some type of memorial on the 
steps, and I wanted to be there, because I would have done that when I was 

a councilperson. I think it's very important to stop and reflect and try to 
bring people through this tragedy. When I park at city hall, I see all my 

boxes still there, so they were still there. They were still there, so--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Where? Down in the--  
 

LABONGE 
 

In the city hall garage, city hall garage, yeah, so it's just sitting there. So 
then somehow they go to the--and some of these are recycled boxes that 



maybe have the word "burn." We never wrote "burn" on them, because they 
don't burn--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Who would have put that on there?  

 
LABONGE 

 
Well, I think they said the police department uses a lot of boxes for files, and 

I guess that's a term they use. I don't know.  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So the boxes came from--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, they recycle them.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
But the boxes already said "burn" on them that you were using?  

 
LABONGE 

 
They didn't say "burn;" they were written "burn," I believe. I never saw that 

myself.  
 

NICOLAIDES 

 
You didn't see it?  

 
LABONGE 

 
I didn't see it myself, but I saw all the boxes. But this is what they said. 

They went over to the depository at the (C. Edwin) Piper Technical Center 
and they were brought back to city hall, and then they went through--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Do you know why or--  

 
LABONGE 



 
I think they wanted them--I don't know. They wanted to look through them. 

Now, they weren't in order. They were just--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

This was at the L.A. City Archives?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Yeah, they were supposed to--the book depository, the--  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

So, it sounds like you weren't getting any direction--  

 
LABONGE 

 
This is after I had left.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
--yeah, after you'd left, on sort of what to do with all your stuff.  

 
LABONGE 

 
Absolutely, or to make sure, or was it valued, was it all paper of, whatever it 

is. Now, I don't know what they found. I know Mr. Ryu made a 
demonstration of what it was. You know, they didn't invite me. I don't 

remember anything. This is post-this. But whatever the case may be, that's 

what happened. But I do go to the archives, and I did ask Todd (Gaydowski) 
and Michael (Holland), "Hey, does anyone ever come to the archives?" And 

they say, "No, not really. A couple, but not really." "Well, who's been here 
the most?" Now, I was there before--I've always been to the archives 

because I've been with the city's history (unclear)--and afterwards, and I 
think I have more boxes there than anybody right now, if you went and 

checked. But it just was a moment, like a rainstorm, that this opportunity 
came up. Had I said to--what do I--we gave, like, paper to schools or 

something, and there was no one who said, "Leave your paper here. Leave 
your envelopes here," whatever the case may be. So--but you're welcome--

because I'd love to take you down to the archives, because I want to look at 
my eighty boxes that are there, so there--  

 
NICOLAIDES 



 
So it sounds like some of them went, and then they were sent back, and 

then there was some confusion over where--did things get thrown out?  
 

LABONGE 
 

I don't think anything really got thrown out. I don't think so, but I--that'd 
be--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
But you weren't, kind of, overseeing things at that point?  

 
LABONGE 

 

No. Once we--yeah, well--we left them there, and they could do what they 
want to do with them.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Where? At the--  

 
LABONGE 

 
In the city hall, in the room that we had to leave five days earlier. And, by 

the way, I ran into someone in the market recently and they criticized me 
for this, and then I tried to explain it and they didn't like my explanation. So 

life goes on. So it is a little bit of a tarnish, like if I die tomorrow and on 
page five of the B section of the California section, they'll probably write 

about that, which isn't particularly true, but I would--I hope to call Steve 

Lopez, the guy who wants to be king. You know Steve?  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah.  
 

LABONGE 
 

You see his story yesterday?  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Yeah, I did.  
 



LABONGE 
 

That was pretty good. And say, "Hey, Steve, I'm just looking at it. The 
statute of limitations is up. Walk through here." Like, all this stuff, I give an 

1897 map of Los Angeles to the archives. I've given books to the archives. 
I've given so much stuff that maybe someone will use. Now, it should be 

organized better in the archives. I was even thinking, talking to the mayor--
because I've got a lot of books on Los Angeles. There used to be a library 

office in city hall. Hey, let's make another one, so city employees--maybe 
you could get--I'm not saying I'm that special, but I think there is a 

specialty, if that's the right word--of having this love and devotion to the city 
that helps inspire others. So that's where it is.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

So here's my last question. What are you most proud of in terms of your 
career in public service? What are some of the things that you're most proud 

of?  
 

LABONGE 
 

Well, there's many things that--whether it's the park system, whether it's 
the river, whether it's schools, whether it's a new football field at Marshall 

High School or the lights at Hollywood High School. Never had lights at 
Hollywood High school until I bought them, and then they got permanent 

lights. So, those things. When I talk about family moments, there's things 
that you think if maybe a thousand people see something, and maybe one in 

a thousand will say, "Someone must have thought about that. That's a nice 
thing. Someone made a difference." Or people still tell me nice things when I 

run into them on Larchmont, so that's a nice thing, that I had a great 

opportunity to serve. As Rory Fitzpatrick said in an L.A. Times article, he 
said I was born for this job. And I think I was. I'm not motivated by being a 

big lawyer or whatever that is, even though I was a Barrister at Marshall 
High School. That was our team name. I couldn't begin to think about being 

a lawyer or any of those things, but to represent your city was the very 
thing, and to encourage those who work for the city, you know, to do things. 

That, I think, was the best, and to share that.  

 

When I was at city hall yesterday for UCLA Day, someone came up to me 
and said, "God, I remember when I first met you." It wasn't like a boyfriend-

girlfriend thing, but she said, "And there's Tom LaBonge," because I was 
somebody who encouraged others. So that's the thing that I kind of--I'm 

honored most to have. And then for my children to see one day somebody 



will bump into them, say, "Oh, I remember your dad. He did this or that for 
us," which is a nice thing. Even though I've tried to be a good dad, I always 

ran around doing my job, both before I was elected and after, but it was all 
good. Yeah. Thank you.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
Thank you so much for doing this interview.  

 
LABONGE 

 
You betcha.  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 

I really appreciate it, and I think a lot of people will be able to benefit from 
hearing about your life experience, so--  

 
LABONGE 

 
Yeah, is this all on tape somewhere?  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
This is all going to be on tape.  

 
LABONGE 

 
So it's going to be on--people could listen to it when they drive to Palm 

Springs or something?  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
I'm not sure if that's possible.  

 
LABONGE 

 
What do they call it when they--  

 
NICOLAIDES 

 
We'll wrap it up, but thank you, and we'll--yeah, thank you.  

 
LABONGE 



 
Becky, I want to thank you. I mean, you really care. If you didn't care, you 

couldn't put this down, so go Bruins!  
 

NICOLAIDES 
 

Thank you so much.  
 

LABONGE 
 

All right. (End of interview)  
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