
                       Introductory Note:  Steve Olson, a construction worker, lives in Madison, 
                      WI.  His essay was published in the November 6, 1989 edition of Newsweek. 
 
 
 

Year of the Blue-Collar Guy 
 

While the learned are attaching appropriate labels to the 1980s and speculating on what 
the 1990s will bring, I would like to steal 1989 for my own much maligned group and declare it 
"the year of the blue-collar guy (BCG)." BCGs have been portrayed as beer-drinking, big-
bellied, bigoted rednecks who dress badly. Wearing a suit to a cement-finishing job wouldn't be 
too bright. Watching my tie go around a motor shaft followed by my neck is not the last thing I 
want to see in this world. But, more to the point, our necks are too big and our arms and 
shoulders are too awesome to fit suits well without expensive tailoring. Suits are made for 
white-collar guys.  
 

But we need big bellies as ballast to stay on the bar stool while we're drinking beer. And 
our necks are red from the sun and we are somewhat bigoted. But aren't we all? At least our 
bigotry is open and honest and worn out front like a tattoo. White-collar people are bigoted, 
too. But it's disguised as the pat on the back that holds you back: "You're not good enough so 
you need affirmative action." BCGs aren't smart enough to be that cynical. I never met a BCG 
who didn't respect an honest day's work and a job well done--no matter who did it.  
 

True enough, BCGs aren't perfect. But, I believe this: we are America's last true 
romantic heroes. When some 21st-century Louis L'Amour writes about this era he won't 
eulogize the greedy Wall Street insider. He won't commend the narrow-shouldered, wide-
hipped lawyers with six-digit unearned incomes doing the same work women can do. His wide-
shouldered heroes will be plucked from the ranks of the blue-collar guy. They are the last 
vestige of the manly world where strength, skill and hard work are still valued.  
 

To some extent our negative ratings are our own fault. While we were building the 
world we live in, white-collar types were sitting on their ever-widening butts redefining the 
values we live by. One symbol of America's opulent wealth is the number of people who can sit 
and ponder and comment and write without producing a usable product or skill. Hey, get a real 
job--make something--then talk. These talkers are the guys we drove from the playgrounds into 
the libraries when we were young and now for 20 years or more we have endured the revenge 
of the nerds.  
 

BCGs fidgeted our way out of the classroom and into jobs where, it seemed, the only 
limit to our income was the limit of our physical strength and energy. A co-worker described a 
BCG as "a guy who is always doing things that end in the letter 'n'--you know--huntin', fishin', 
workin' ..." My wise friend is talking energy! I have seen men on the job hand-nail 20 square of 
shingles (that's 6,480 nails) or more a day, day after day, for weeks. At the same time, they 
were remodeling their houses, raising children and coaching Little League. I've seen crews 
frame entire houses in a day--day after day. I've seen guys finish concrete until 11 p.m., go out 
on a date, then get up at 6 a.m. and do it all over again the next day.  



 
These are amazing feats of strength. There should be stadiums full of screaming fans for 

these guys. I saw a 40-year-old man neatly fold a 350-pound piece of rubber roofing, put it on 
his shoulder and, alone, carry it up a ladder and deposit it on a roof. Nobody acknowledged it 
because the event was too common. One day at noon this same fellow wrestled a 22-year-old 
college summer worker. In the prime of his life, the college kid was a 6-foot-3, 190-pound 
body-builder and he was out of his league. He was on his back to stay in 90 seconds flat.  
 

Great skilled work force: Mondays are tough on any job. But in our world this pain is 
eased by stories of weekend adventure. While white-collar types are debating the value of 
reading over watching TV, BCGs are doing stuff. I have honest to God heard these things on 
Monday mornings about BCG weekends: "I tore out a wall and added a room," "I built a 
garage," "I went walleye fishing Saturday and pheasant hunting Sunday," "I played touch 
football both days" (in January), "I went skydiving," "I went to the sports show and wrestled 
the bear." Pack a good novel into these weekends.  
 

My purpose is not so much to put down white-collar people as to stress the importance 
of blue-collar people to this country. Lawyers, politicians and bureaucrats are necessary parts 
of the process, but this great skilled work force is so taken for granted it is rarely seen as the 
luxury it truly is. Our plumbing works, our phones work and repairs are made as quickly as 
humanly possible. I don't think this is true in all parts of the world. But this blue-collar resource 
is becoming endangered. Being a tradesman is viewed with such disdain these days that most 
young people I know treat the trades like a temporary summer job. I've seen young guys take 
minimum-wage jobs just so they can wear suits. It is as if any job without a dress code is a 
dead-end job. This is partly our own fault. We even tell our own sons, "Don't be like me, get a 
job people respect." Blue-collar guys ought to brag more, even swagger a little. We should 
drive our families past the latest job site and say, "That house was a piece of junk, and now it's 
the best one on the block. I did that." Nobody will respect us if we don't respect ourselves.  
 

Our work is hard, hot, wet, cold and always dirty. It is also often very satisfying. 
Entailing the use of both brain and body there is a product--a physical result of which to be 
proud. We have fallen from your roofs, died under heavy equipment and been entombed in 
your dams. We have done honest, dangerous work. Our skills and energy and strength have 
transformed lines on paper into physical reality. We are this century's Renaissance men. 
America could do worse than to honor us. We still do things the old-fashioned way, and we 
have earned the honor.  
 
 

Essay Topic 
 

For what reasons does Olson want to declare 1989 “the year of the blue-collar guy 
(BCG)”?  To what extent are you persuaded by Olson that BCGs should be shown more 
recognition and honor?  In developing your essay, be sure to discuss specific examples from 
your experience, your observation of others, or any of your reading—including “Year of the 
Blue-Collar Guy.”  


