SPRING ARTS &
ENTERTAINMENT

@6@

Chicago Free Press | A Common Voice for a Diverse Community | March 25, 2010 | Vol. 11, No. 29

AP W ,
" \ / PHOTO CREDIT: BRIAN MCCONKE/ q 4 VenaSCO on
3 Malawi & Madonna

page 9

)

— N P A et
N P
% .
-

N

Pink Everest: >
GLBT tavels in Nepal
. page 16

!,‘,':J Intoducing CFP’s
new wine column
page 21

WEBBER’

W

Zahara-
1 Benet’s
“Drag
Race”
coverage
page 16

» " / m
_ Th|s lweekis

Cllck' in
x FreeTlme

PR

Exclusive interview with Lily Tomlin pacen |



March 25, 2010

* www.chicagofreepress.com *

NEWS IS

Local

Christy Webber’s gay Garden

By Matt Alderton

STAFF WRITER

Although she’s lived in Chicago since
1983, Christy Webber is no city mouse. Born
88 miles northwest of Detroit in Montrose,
Mich.—population 1,480—she was born
a country mouse, and a country mouse is
what she says she’ll always be.

That's why she started her business,
Christy Webber Landscapes, in 1988: If she
had to work, she decided, she wanted to
work outside.

Webber started her business with just
two employees and a lawnmower in Chi-
cago’s Wicker Park neighborhood. Today,
Christy Webber Landscapes is one of the
largest landscaping companies in Chicago,
with approximately 250 employees, $20
million in gross annual sales and an all-star
client list that includes the United Center,
Midway and O’'Hare Airports, McCormick
Place, Navy Pier, the Museum of Science
and Industry and Chicago’s own Garden of
Eden: Millennium Park.

Although she’s grown it in spades like a
fresh-cut summer lawn, Webber doesn’t take
her success for granted. Instead, she tends
her business like her green-thumb clients
tend their gardens: carefully and constantly.
To find out how she’s sown her seeds, CFP
recently spoke with Webber about being an
out business owner, woman and philanthro-
pist.

CFP: How, exactly, did you get your start in
the landscaping business?

Webber: I was in the country when I was a
kid, but I moved away from that little small
town because I was gay. I moved to Denver
to go to college because I had a basketball
scholarship—I had all those good dyke
things going on—and wanted to be a gym
teacher. I mean, I'm a lesbian; I was a big
jock and I just said, “What else am I going
to do but be a gym teacher?” I went and got
a degree and I started teaching and I didn’t
like it. I tried to coach here in Chicago at
an all-girls Catholic school, and that didn’t
work out, either. I'd started cutting grass
during college because I liked being out-
doors. So when I moved back to Chicago
and found out I didn't like teaching, I said,
“Look, why don’t I just cut grass again?”
That was in 1988.

CFP: It sounds like a happy accident that
you became a business owner. How did you
get from point A—cutting grass—to point
B: owning one of Chicago’s largest and most
prominent landscaping companies?

Webber: I can't say I woke up one morn-
ing and said, “I'm going to be an entrepre-
neur.” I had no business background; I just
worked hard and saved my money. A lot of
it’s been “right place, right time.” It's been
about doing a lot of hard work and hiring

good people to help me along the way.

CFP: It’s hard work that built your busi-
ness. What's sustained it, however, dur-
ing these hard times?

Webber: Well, we do a lot of munici-
pal work for the City of Chicago, and
we still do a lot of residential work. We
have a real diverse portfolio of work,
and that’s what's kept us strong dur-
ing this economy. Also, we have a very
diverse workforce; we're one of the
only landscapers that have a fair mix
of gay and straight people, Latinos and
African-Americans, and men and wom-
en. Traditionally, white guys run it and
Mexicans do it. We've got other people
in the mix, thank goodness, and I think
that’s helped us.

I've been 20 years in this business
now. I'm not a serial entrepreneur.
When I hear about other entrepreneurs,
they've got their fingers in a lot of dif-
ferent businesses. I don’t. I'm just stuck
in this one. Lately, though, I've diversi-
fied my business model a little bit—mostly
just to make sure the mother ship is stron-
ger. I've acquired a materials business, I ac-
quired a little garden center out here on the
West Side a couple years ago and I'm looking
to possibly expand into some other markets
where there are sporting teams. Because we
work for the United Center and we work for
Soldier Field, we think it would be kind of
cool to be in Milwaukee and St. Louis. That
might be the next step for us, expanding into
different markets.

CFP: Twenty years is a long time to be in
business. During that time, what’s the big-
gest lesson you've learned?

Webber: I didn't understand when people
said, “You should have a really good relation-
ship with a bank.” I thought, “I don’t really
give a shit about a bank.” Generally, men run
banks and they didn’t want to talk to me any-
way. They just didn’t take me that seriously.
Because of that, I paid cash for everything
and didn’t look at books and budgets. I was
just out there to “get it done.” That get-it-
done attitude can only take you so far; then
you really need to understand your finan-
cials, because “just getting it done” doesn’t
always just get it done.

CFP: March is Women’s History Month.
What challenges have you faced—and over-
come—as a woman business owner?

Webber: Well, banks are one. They're defi-
nitely run by men and they have what I call
“man speak.” I'm a big dyke—I have more
testosterone than probably a lot of men—
and I still don’t have man speak. So, it was
tough dealing with banks—tough to get
them to pay attention and tough to get them
to lend me money. I always hate to cry like

of Eden

that, though. I don't like other women to use
that as an excuse to not try to go for it.

Honestly, I can only think of the positive
things. Being a woman was very helpful to
me when I was starting out because I dealt
mostly with housewives, and they really en-
joyed dealing with a woman in an industry
where they mostly dealt with men. I treated
them respectfully; they trusted me.

CFP: It’'s no secret that you're a lesbian.
How important is it to you to be an out busi-
nessperson?

Webber: It's very important to me to be
out. Absolutely. It’s never been an issue. I've
never hidden the fact that I'm gay. In fact,
it’s helped me. A lot of times, I think it takes
away some of that sexual bullshit that hap-
pens when you're dealing with contractors
and different males that are managing proj-
ects, because you don't have all that “she’s
hot, he’s hot” stuff going on—all that game
playing that goes on between straight peo-
ple. A lot of guys see me as a guy, so they
feel real comfortable working with me. And
if they don't, I just bring a guy along.

I feel like being out and being gay has
helped me so much because there are so
many gay people out there that really want
to work with other gay people. That to me
has been a blessing. I'll give you an example.
When I first started, I was just doing little
yards. There was this guy, though, and he
owned a store in Chicago. It was a little gar-
dening store and he was the landscape archi-
tect and he was gay, so he called me up—I
had met him at some gay party—and he said,
“I'm doing some drawings for this gal. Her
dad owns the United Center. I'm doing the
drawings and I want you to do the installa-
tion.” So I met this gal and she introduced me

to her father and to the facility managers at
the United Center, and that’s how I was able
to get that job. It all came about because of
this guy, who thought it was pretty cool that
he was gay and I was gay. I can’t say names,
but there are a lot of gay people who work
for the City of Chicago and we pull for each
other. In my business, I can’t get a job just
because somebody likes me, but it’s nice to
know that I have some real good support.

CFP: Lately, you've been making a lot of
contributions to the community. In May, for
instance, you're hosting the Lesbian Com-
munity Care Project’s (LCCP) Garden of
EVE event at your LEED-certified headquar-
ters. Is “giving back” important to you?

Webber: I totally believe that one of the rea-
sons [ am successful is because I give back
so much. People are kind of astounded by
it, but I really believe it comes back to me
tenfold. It’s really a superstition of mine. I'm
blessed, and not giving back feels like sui-
cide for my business.

I've never been as involved in the gay
community as I have been recently, though.
I donated for the [Richard M. Daley Roof-
top Garden at Center on Halsted]—I did the
whole rooftop garden for free—and that
sort of kicked me into gear, because once
you give, more people ask. I had never really
done much with the gay community because
nobody really asked me. Now I get asked
more.

I have three different things that I really
support: landscaping issues, of course, gay
and women issues, and anything with kids. I
especially try to help the lesbian community,
because there’s just not a lot of money out
there for women.



