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Malcolm Rogers is a greedy rat—or so 
said the snarling 12-foot-tall inflatable rat 
that recently towered over the entrance 
to the Museum of Fine Arts.

Two weeks ago, the rat welcomed 
visitors to the opening reception of the 
MFA’s newest exhibition, Things I Love: 
The Many Collections of William I. Koch. 
It also welcomed them to the acrimoni-
ous labor dispute between Rogers, the 
MFA’s director, and the museum’s guards, 
whose numbers, wages and benefits are 
under assault. To the guards’ union, the 
Koch exhibition (which basically consists 
of the rich bastard’s yachts parked on the 
museum’s front lawn) is the embodi-
ment of what the union claims the MFA 
has become under Rogers’s watch: an 
institution guided more by corporatism 
and admissions figures than by culture.

To the union, this development was 
best illustrated by the aforementioned 
hideous 12-foot-tall rat, with signs read-
ing “$567,000” (Rogers’s annual salary) 
and “Director for $ale” hanging around 
its neck. 

The beast employed by the MFA 
guards is one of several dwelling in the 
Boston area. For the most part, their 
homes—warehouses, basements and au-
tomobile trunks—are closely held secrets; 
they hide out with unions, then emerge 
to terrorize employers who refuse to pay 
their workers living wages. 

The rats are also big on solidarity. 
They’re freely shared between the bigger 
unions that own them and smaller ones, 
like the MFA guards’ union. The more ap-
pearances the rats make, the better. 

“It definitely has an effect,” says 
Jennifer Doe, an organizer with Mas-
sachusetts Jobs With Justice. “There’s no 
missing an ugly, scary, 12-foot rat. When 
it goes up, it’s a signal that workers are 
struggling. Lines get energized—it’s 
encouraging to have a huge, fat rat 
with you.”

And if you happen to be in the market 
for an inflatable rat, Dave Scherba is 
your guy. Scherba’s company, Inflatable 
Images, has been manufacturing cold air 
inflatables in the Cleveland area since 

1982, and his clients include the NFL, 
NHL and several Fortune 500 companies. 
Eight years ago, he realized that the 
market for inflatable rats was at least as 
strong as it is for inflatable Michelin Men. 
Now, hundreds of union locals nation-
wide menace unscrupulous contractors 
with Scherba’s rats.

“They’re pretty much all over,” 
Scherba says. Initially, Scherba was 
“a little surprised” at the demand; he 
routinely produces more than a hundred 
rats a year. “We’ve been manufacturing 
inflatables for 24 years, and the prod-
uct truly does work. They’re very, very 
popular.” His rats are also famous, having 
appeared on The Sopranos and Law & 
Order. “They’re stars!” he says.

Scherba’s rats are hand-sewn and 
painted, and some are customized to 
match union colors. They come in 6-, 8-, 
12-, 15- and 20-foot varieties. Still, he says, 
“one thing remains constant: They want 
them to be as mean, ugly and foreboding 
as possible.” 

A woman answering phones at 
Scherba’s Chicago-based distributor, Big 
Sky Balloons, concurred. “Oh, they love 
those ugly-ass things!” she shouted. 
“They get the job done.” 

They sure do, says Joe, whom the Dig 
intercepted during a mid-morning coffee 
break at a Southie job site. Holding a 
plate of Buffalo wings, Joe marveled at 
the double entendre of the inflatable 
rat: “A rat means somebody who isn’t 
upholding the community standards for 
wages,” he says. “If everybody played by 
the rules and managers didn’t try to line 
their pockets with money, we wouldn’t 
need it. The rat helps show that what you 
believe in is what you believe in.” 

 “The rat does not connote good 
things,” adds Mark Govoni, the legislative 
director for UFCW Local 1445 and a proud 
inflatable rat owner. “Almost anything 
of that size draws attention, which gets 

folks to focus on the informational signs 
about the real issue. A 50-foot flamingo 
would probably work, but the rat signals 
that something is wrong.”

Govoni says, “It’s pretty big—I 

wouldn’t want to be around a real one.” 
Apparently, neither do the rats’ 

targets. The rat has been such a powerful 
union tool that businesses and the Bush 
Labor Department have moved to quash 
their use.

“The rat is very much in contention 
on the national level,” a building trades 
representative tells the Dig. “Rats are 
especially effective outside hotels and 
restaurants—it sends a strong message. 
But the NLRB [National Labor Relations 
Board] has targeted the rat. They’ve 
made it purposely unclear when you 
can and can’t use the rat, and if you do it 
wrong, there’s huge fines.”

In May 2003, NLRB General Counsel 
Arthur Rosenfeld ruled that when rats 
were deployed, it effectively turned dem-
onstrations into “signal” picket lines, a 
distinction that triggers a complex set of 
labor laws and restricts tactics available 
to unions. Rosenfeld’s ruling effectively 

removed the inflatable rat as a tool in 
most non-picket demonstrations.

However, the US Court of Appeals for 
the 6th Circuit, based in Cincinnati, ruled 
earlier this year that the use of giant 
rats is a constitutionally protected form 
of free speech. This decision, combined 
with some unions’ decision to replace rat 
heads with the heads of other animals, 
has muddied the rats’ legal standing; it’s 
unclear whether the 6th Circuit decision 
trumps Rosenfeld’s, or whether local 
unions will have to reserve their rats for 
formal pickets. A suit that would clarify 
rats’ standing is wending its way toward 
the Supreme Court.

“It’s easy to walk by a poor schlub 
carrying a sign, but it’s hard to walk by a 
12-foot rat,” Doe says. “That’s one of the 
nice things about the inflatable rats. It’s 
sad that workers who have so little power 
would have this form of free speech 
limited.”

A woman answering phones at Scherba’s  
Chicago-based distributor, Big Sky Balloons, 
concurred. “Oh, they love those ugly-ass 
things!” she shouted. “They get the job done.” 
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Infecting Boston with a sense of fairness.


