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Tillman stares douun union critics:
Just tell them to colne on with it'

re you ready to rumble?

Dorothy Tillman is.

Dorothy Tillman always is ready to rumble.

'tust tell them to come on with it," Tillman
told me the other day after my column about
the Service Employees International Union
bentatively targeting her and other aldermen
for defeat in the February aldermanic elec-
tions. "Let them corrre on."

Tillman's tone was actually less combative
than the words might appear. It sounded
more like a taunt than a threat.

She was almost laughing.
Tillman has represented the 3rd Ward on

the City Council since Mayor Harold Wash-
ington appointed her in 1984. In the more
than two decades since, she has laced her
share of re-election fights and doesn't seem
overly concerned about one more.

If organized labor is going to come after
her this time for her opposition to the Big Box
ordinance, she figures it just gives her that
much more ammunition in her self'-styled
rrrle as a voice of black empowerment.

"They don't prut African Americans in the
construction unions," Tillman said, arguing
that it'.s her outspoken criticism on that sub-
iet't that has drawn the unions' ire, not her
position on the Rig Box retailers. "You've got
to open up the unions to more blacks."

"ltis a nerv wave of racism. 'l'hat's u'hat, it
is," 'lillman continued. "T'hey didn't sav t.hey
was going after the mayorf'

I'll bet there weren't mi.rny readers sur-
prised to see that Tillman raised race as an
issue.
'lightning rod for criticism'

Whether it'.s a battle over rninority con-
tract set-asides, slavery reparations or an of-
f'ensive painting of a deceased mayor, Tillman
has long put herself in the middle of this nrost
sensitive of subjects, and she's not afiaid of
injecting an accusation of racism to make her
point.

I'm not going to characterize that as "play-
ing the race card" bc.cause that would sug-
gest that it',s just some type of tactic in a ganre
for her, which would diminish the
point that this is also what she
really believes. I may find it tire-
some at times, but I'm white, last
time I looked.

I don't doubt her sincerity. for
instance, when she accuses
SEIU o1'failing to protect theian-
itorial jobs of its members u'hen
the Daley administrat ion priva-
tized their work at the city air-
ports, jobs that were mostly held
by African Americans.

This approach has made her
the proverbial "lightning rod for
criticism." Just seeing her name
in print seems to send some
white males into a tizzy, judging
by my past e-mails when she's
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prominently in the news.
"In America, when you fight for black

folks, something is wrong," Tillman saicl of
the animosity she engenders.

But it has also helped Tillman keep just
enough defenders in her corner to stay one
step ahead of her political opponents.

At least two significant 3rd Ward chal-
lensers are on the horizon this tirne. Commu-
nity activist and former city planner Pat
f)owell, who fell about 1,800 votes short four
years ago, is trying again.

Businessman Mell Monroe also is putting
together a serious campaign. Iloth have criti-
cized Tillrnan for not takirrs care of the basic
needs ofthe ward.

INlsewhere, on Page 11 of today's paper, is l
storv about Tillman defending herself
against criticism that she spent more than
$200,000 in citv funds to erect lbur statues ot'
blues mrrsicians, using a fifth of thc ward's
limited dollar allotment intended fbr iufra-
st,ructure improvements. It's hard to say how
that u'ill play with llrd Ward voters.

Tillmanls rnrxld took on a bit more of an
edge wherr I told her what the union'.s re-
searcher had written about her in his thuntb-
nail profile of the u'ard.

After citing her "reputation its a lit,r'y
speaker, particularly on issues affecting
African Americans," the report weni on to
sav that Tillmrn "has also experienced per-
sonal difficulties. Tillmanis wages were giir
nisheed twice to pay dc'linquent bills, and she
was once sued by the city for an unpaid water
biil."
'l just think it's petty'

Tillman seemerl srlrprised that the rtnion
would be digging into her "personal difficul-
ties." She said the reference to wage gamish-
ments probably involves past prohlems with
student loans for her children.

"I don't apologize {br sending my childrcn
lo college," she said. "l was paying them, and

I guess I wasn't payirrg them
fast enough. That's silly, you
know. 1'he collt'ge is all pnid for:
Remember; I sent five of them to
school."

I don't have the details.
The problems with the water

bill surfaced irr 1998 when Till-
manis senir:e was shut off for
nonpayment. City officials at
the t irne said theyU made a mis-
take in processing her paper-
work on a negotiated payenent
plan.

"They sure are stretching,"
Tillman said. "I just think it's
petty."

Now she's really ready to
rumble.

Just seeing


