Cheeracter counts on the construction site

by Bruce Giffin

ikt fishermen and cowlboys, comstrse

tion wiorkens tined b be coborful dhar

achera, I oy days of swinging a hane-

vver, ['ve swested] side by side with
all kineds: these with advanced degrees in
philsophy and physics o theee with missing
veeth and criminal records, Yo find out neal
quisckly who's gor gerine integrivy, whe o
ties their weight and knoaws their suff and
wher's Bleswimg samcloe U pour skint.

[iv the eady 70, baby booamiers wens
entering the pob market in force, A Lot of
kil ik oo, v mmnigghe e goanee 1o college
in a differene era, gor more interesed in
consrction, Something about the plysical
matwre of it of being in shape and being
caitsiche in the elepents; of having a ditferens
challenge each diy and wodking around
all kinds of peopley of being able w stand
back ar the end of the doy and see what you
aceoglished: the satsfetion of creating
a product from seene, wood, plster and
metal. The freedom of being independent,
of mot wesaring a suit, of not being bound up
amed enclosed in an offce pulled us in. We
T i,

The gy who taught us how o build
are incsly gore taew Thesy were old schoal;
veterars, not only of the indusery, but Wordd
War I and korea, Some drnk woe much,
soane Were cantnkenods, soane were singers

amel some were sereamers. Yer, the guys who
mughe s were pevmckable for whar they
ke IF you could pur up with thea, then
gt coudd b some ancing things, The
e gy [ leamed] the mese alseat Building
from waerre b charraote s pamed Do Poncia
and Bill Adkine,

Tnn the T 70, Dhovm taighe sme howe 0o
franve custom hommes, “Pur your eve on inl”
e’ sy, He tanighe me bowwe e stand Tack and
sight walls, s ard seruenime o see if they
booked righr—saraight, plumb and Lasel, We
only vsed a level o confirm what “our eye”
el s weas right. W fromed custom hoomes
it e arouind Poston, i the nicer subiids
of Wiyland, Lexington and Coneond,

In those days i Mew England once we
had framed the shell of the house we would
shingle the roof, My allgime dassic memory
of Dican i om thee day betore Thanksgiving in
1979, a lighe snow is filling, mest of the cnew
i inaicle thie sy framed bome doing pidkup
franwing and Dom @ up o the moof on his
biamils and ke, shimgling and simging iy,
(He wore the same amtive i mid-Felbruary a6
b dicd in lage Oleroben: o sweashines over
e Tehirts with a pair of Sanne] lined jems,
bowe soreet shoes and wocks with worn out
ehistic.} Soow flakes are falling arcund his
neck, dowen his pants where his soeshirs
b ridden up, and down his ankles where

his sodks have fallen down, In front of him,
bundled up, a semifrozen kid sweeps the falling
snecew off the roof in front of him so that Dom
cin keep shingling. All dey long, in the snow,
the two of them worked along: Dom, singing,
happy as a clam and this kid noming blue, not
swying @ word, just sweeping the root.

Drorm loneed life. He koveed weoirking hard amd
he lowed b party and jokee arcund with his wite
and Emily. In his lifetime, he probably framed
1,50 houses and he knew o ton of tricks for
bending nails and wood mio plce. “Ii's onldy
a stupid piece of wood," he'd say, “We'll just
cutsmart it." He was a mester builder. The
homes he built had an inner integrity that
reflected Dlom's charmoter and strength.

Bill Adkins i the other master builder
who heavily intluenced the values of wy lite
and career. Bill waz a tough guy to work for
H:mmut':.‘t,np:mhr,:n imzcible
contrmariam, =-|:]:m=n|:]i'r|:tnd'.mn.ﬂzr who not
only wanted it done perfectly, he wanted it
done fast, too, damn it

[ worked for a kot of different builders a= o
young man, but Bill was the cnby guy who ever
fired me.

[ really wanted & work for Bill. He was
doing the kind of interesting, high quality work
[aunted to be associnted with. It wos the winter
of "77="T8. Although [ was an apprentice, the
only work he had mailable was working = a
Lborer building a threestory office barilding in
the heart of Santa Parbam. Mest of the work
was just hard, blung, brutal labor.

There had been a drought for the previcus
3 years when we began construction. On the
site, the adobe soil was literally rodk hard, baked
sollid—so hard that Bill s ancient backhoe bucket
could not break it up for digging foctings and
trenches. Being an enterprising puy, he locked
arcund and smw e, young and stupid. He pot
mie on i Ppound jeck hammer to break up the
adobe in front of him on the badkhos and as
fast as 1 did, he would scoop it sy, yelling at
mhpﬁmr.lsmmdwmcﬁmtw
for abost two weeks amd then our orew started
tying re-bar in the footings for the foundation.
Just as we started our first major comcrete pour,
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