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Fruits of My Lowly Labour 
 

Yesterday I became a man. For a measly 140 dollars you can become a man, or a woman, 

too. My very own brand spanking new battery drill arrived in a lime green Ryobi box. 

Japanese in name, Chinese in make. I never thought I would be the DIY type. I may as well 

not have hands – that’s about how handy a man I am. Yet I felt the excitements of possible 

DIY projects as I unwrapped my key to manhood. It’s an 18V two speed. I have no idea what 

that means. It came packed with a charger and two batteries, one double-ended Phillips/flat-

head drill bit and one instruction manual thrown instantly in the bin. If it has a trigger, trust 

me, I know exactly what to do with it. 

 

“Josh, go into the shed, you know, grab the engraver from under the plain table, you know, 

put your name all over it, you know? You don’t want it to get stolen, you know?” Our site 

foreman likes to establish whether the listener knows or doesn’t know what he is talking 

about. This is an important skill for a foreman. “Sure” I replied. I wasn't sure. I still had my 

earmuffs on. I walked proudly down the worksite with my lime treasure underneath my arm. 

No one took notice, but I didn't let that get me down. I plonked down my package on a 

workbench and began peeling off the layers of lime cardboard to reveal a medium sized, lime 

with black finish battery drill. It was sexy. It was one of those moments when it’s completely 

normal for a man to look at a piece of machinery the way he’d look at a potential mate.  

 

I spent sometime searching for the plain table in the work shed. Most of the tables looked 

pretty plain to me. I started searching for an interesting table, thinking I could narrow it down 

from there. Reg walked in to get some pipe so I asked him, “Which one is the plain table?” 

“What was that?” 

“Do you know which table is the plain table?” 

“The plain table?” 

“Yeah, the plain table. They all look pretty plain to me.” 

“Got no idea what you’re talking about mate.” Reg was losing interest in the conversation 

quickly. 

“Oh ok. Um, do you know where the engraver is?” I ask.  

“Yeah, it’s under the plan table in the container.” 



Off to the container I went and retrieved the engraver. I plugged it in, twirled the knob to max 

and began scribing. After working as a labourer on a commercial construction site for half a 

year now, engraving is by far the most fun thing I’ve done. I went from being a labourer to a 

tattooist for five minutes. The high-pitched EEEEGGGGHHHHHH put me straight back in 

the tattooist’s chair at Roger’s on Cuba Street. Although that time I didn’t get my own name 

inked into me. This time I etched JOSH LEEN all over the show – on the batteries, on the 

charger and on the drill itself. Now if my baby ever got stolen, I had concrete evidence on 

which to claim that it was mine. I didn't think this would dissuade thieves though. It hadn't 

stopped them from taking my school jersey every 6 months or so, even if my name was 

clearly printed on the tag in black vivid. 

 

* 

 

A construction site is still a male dominated world. The workers get excited when a woman is 

spotted nearby, or onsite. The other day two bikini clad girls paddled past the wharf on those 

silly standing paddleboards. Half the site rushed over to the side of the wharf to have a gawk. 

As the girls approached it was apparent that one of them wasn't a day older than 10. “She’s 

still pretty banging for a 10-year-old though,” someone yelled to the laughter of those within 

earshot. Sometimes stereotypes aren’t baseless.  

 

Every site has its characters. Dingo is the forklift driver and he also organizes what trucks are 

allowed to drive on site and when. I have never seen Dingo breathing just oxygen. “Goodbye 

my nephews!” He calls this to our staff at the end of everyday with a cigarette hanging out 

the corner of his mouth. He likes the company I work for. I’m not sure why. But if it means 

he lets our delivery man drive all our materials up to our site shed, then Dingo can think I’m 

his nephew all he wants. If Dingo doesn’t like you, you carry everything from the gate, which 

is 200 metres from our workshed. 

 

There is the big guy who wears his hardhat like a bikers helmet, straps dangling down by his 

jolly chin. “I hear the Black Power are looking for new soldiers bro. You gonna step up?” He 

says something along these lines every time I see him – sometimes four or five times a day. 

Ink that look like old gang tattoos crawl up his arms. He knows my Uncle who is messed up 

in that business, hence the daily invitations to become a “prospect”. I haven’t given him an 

answer yet.  



 

The toilets are the most used tool on site. They smell of urine and faeces masked with 

chemical cleaner. The floors have an untrackable trail of dirty boot prints. There are two 

stalls, a stainless steel urinal along one side, and a row of sinks along the other. There are 

four dispensers to choose from. Run of the mill pink soap for general hand washing use. Grit 

soap for heavy duty washing – this is the one you use before smoko. Barrier cream is next. I 

have never used this one. It’s a pre-work cream, a kind of disinfectant I assume, to protect 

against the inevitable cuts and scratches you pick up on the endless bits of metal poking out 

every which way. The last dispenser is full of 30+ SPF sunblock – a godsend for pasty folk 

such as myself in the summer. 

 

Various posters adorn the walls. “HAVE YOU WASHED YOUR HANDS?” and “WASH 

YOUR HANDS BEFORE YOU EAT” are the friendly reminders. “TOOLBOX MEETING 

THIS WED, 7AM SHARP. ALL LT McGUINESS STAFF, INTERIOR/EXTERIOR SUBS 

EXPECTED!” is the current notice from the main contractors. All the capitals make it feel 

like you’re being yelled at. “HOW TO ASSIST IN A DROWNING” posters are the reading 

material when you go number ones or twos, posted above the urinals and on the back of the 

stall doors. In black vivid underneath “HOW TO ASSIST IN A DROWNING” someone has 

written “LET THE FUCKER DROWN”. In the diagram of a person throwing a life ring to a 

cartoon drownee, someone has drawn a penis over the top, making it look like the rescuer is 

throwing a novelty-sized cock. Graffiti aside, I like the ambiguity of the title of the poster.  

 

Underneaththe diagram the poster reads: Symptoms of Drowning may not include: 

Abdominal distention; 

Blueish skin of the face and lips; 

Chest pain; 

Cold skin and pale appearance; 

Confusion; 

Coughy with pink frothy spitum; 

Irritability; 

Lethargy; 

Restlessness; 

Shallow or gasping respirations; 

Unconciousness; 



Vomiting 

Firstly, I love that the poster includes a list of symptoms that may not be included in a 

drowning. Considering the list of twelve symptoms, I regularly experience ten of them. 

That’s what’s been wrong with me all this time. I can tell my GP I’ve been drowning for the 

last five years. Now if I ever save someone from drowning I can tell them after they come to 

“Now is no time to be lethargic goddamnit! Snap out of it!” and slap them across the face. It's 

a good excuse to slap someone. I’ve always wanted to do this. 

 

The toilet seats are warmed. Not electrically but by human cheeks. Once you get past the 

grossness of this, it’s actually quite nice. And you can feel good in the fact that you are 

paying it forward for the next customer. Aside from the toilets attracting many guests, they 

also attract pubic hair. They are everywhere. On the floor, on the toilet seat, in the toilet bowl, 

on the toilet paper holder, on the door handles, on the taps, in the sinks. There are pubic hairs 

on pubic hairs. The place is a magnet.  

 

By the entrance to the toilet are the accident register, first aid box and portable defibrillator. 

The accident register is a symbol of how health and safety has changed construction sites in 

New Zealand. Every accident must be reported, from paper cuts to the more serious, life 

threatening/taking accidents. If you are accident prone, a construction site is the last place 

you want to be. The register is a chart that asks for your name, the injury and a short 

explanation, if first aid was needed, phone number and whether a follow up inspection is 

necessary. As I exit the toilet I always read the accident register. It’s like catching up on the 

latest celeb goss. It usually has something along the lines of “cut arm on steel”, PLASTER 

circled, phone number scrawled down and a NO for follow up inspection. About two weeks 

after I started I saw, “Fell over and steel rod went up my arse” with the name of one of the 

less popular site foremen.  

 

The site runs a card disciplinary system for unsafe behaviour. A yellow card is a warning. A 

copy is also given to the perpetrators employer. Not wearing your hard hat, unsafe use of 

ladder, unsafe use of power tools, not wearing your high vis(ibility) jacket, not wearing your 

life jacket – these are the kinds of things that can earn you a yellow. You don’t have to spend 

10 minutes in the sin bin. A red card earns you a one way ticket off the site. This is for more 

serious miscarriages. The site employs random drug testing. Failing the test is an instant red 

card and you aren’t allowed back on a site run by the main contractors. Two yellow cards 



equal one red; just like in sport (although I have heard that if they are minor infringements 

you can talk the refs out of sending you off).  

 

Unlike sport, there is a green card. The green card rewards safe behaviour. I thought I was a 

shoe-in for a green card when I alerted the site manager to an electrical box that was smoking 

and about to catch on fire. “Just put the green card in the post.” I said after it was sorted. He 

laughed. The green card never came.  

 

* 

 

Underneath the apartments that are being built are not foundations, as you would expect. It 

sits on top of the Wellington harbor – a four-story apartment building complete with an 

underground car park. Underneath the car park is five to ten metres of water, depending on 

the tide. There are signs that say ‘No Fishing’. It is not a move to save sea-life rather save the 

public from sea life that is dining on the dregs of Wellington’s storm water. It drains into the 

harbor from the inner city after a heavy rain. This sign doesn’t discourage a few of the 

workers dropping a hand-line during smoko. I don’t know if they are eating their catch (I’ve 

seen them pull up a blue cod Dad would’ve been proud of), but it’s funny (and strangely 

heartening) seeing steel tiers standing around smoking and fishing off the scaffolding during 

smoko. 

 

Every 30 metres or so on the ground level are square metre holes cut into the wharf that have 

ladders poking out of them. Climbing down these ladders will lead you to a complex of 

rusted mesh platforms that hang from the beams and scaffolding. These are the platforms 

provided to work off if you have work to do under the wharf. The mesh platforms spend half 

their day above water and half their day submerged. They creak and sway in the tide, and if 

you aren’t watching carefully, sometimes they aren’t where you thought they were. This 

results in one of those awkward steps into nothingness, which off a gutter is comical but 

under here means getting wet.  

 

During high tide you have to wear baggy, smelly waders that clip over your shoulders. You 

feel like an Umpa Lumpa – bright orange, funny to look at and forced into labour in some 

weird factory. Above ground the waders reduce you to a squelchy waddle that is slightly 

embarrassing at first, but once you remember that the site is not a fashion contest, you walk 



like any proud duck. The good thing about the waders on a cold day is they are toasty warm, 

like wearing a body-sock. The bad thing is when you have something in your boot. The 

hassle of peeling them off after just forcing your way into them wins out over the 

uncomfortable waddling around all day with a screw sticking into your foot. In any case it’s 

not the worst position to be in. There are three or four construction workers who most of the 

day in the water. 

 

Niko is one of them. He used to work for our company but was let go when the work dried up 

in Wellington a few years back. Niko is always dripping. And he is always smiling. Every 

time I see him, he is either in the water smiling, or dripping water everywhere smiling. “Hey 

Josh!” he always calls out in a heavy Samoan accent. “NIIKKOOO!” I always boom back – 

like how you would greet a Tony if you were Italian and a mobster. A short chat usually 

follows but his accent is so heavy I can hardly understand what we are talking about. It 

doesn’t matter, as long as I smile back.  

 

Most of my initial work down under was as a support man – a glorified tool carrier and clip 

maker (you hang the pipes in the clips). Due to the necessity of working in two’s underneath 

the wharf, you could say that my presence was necessary, if not that helpful. Lifejackets must 

be worn at all times. Before you go down you have to sign in at the site office to say that you 

are working under there and you must leave a contact number. I don't know my phone 

number so I usually put in my boss’s number. Your first time working on the mesh maze is 

like walking on rotting floorboards. You walk verrrrrryyy carefully. Everyone else down 

there is hopping and jumping over and through all the bars and poles like monkeys. At first 

it’s difficult to trust the swaying rusted criss-cross of metal. After a couple of days of trust 

building you get used to it and begin swinging and skipping like everyone else.  

 

If the platforms don’t reach where you have to work, then its time for the boat. The boat isn’t 

really a boat, it's a dinghy, but we call it “the boat”. Working out of the boat requires two 

people at all times – for safety reasons and for logical reasons. Working on your own would 

be an awesome feat. According to the laws of Mr. Newton, when you press against something 

an equal force will push back. This is fine if you’ve got a bit of traction but standing on a 

boat that moves on water is not ideal. This is the reason for person number 2 – to hold the 

boat in place (which is pretty much always) when number 1 is working. Considering the 



water main, gas main, and storm water all converge under the wharf and run its whole length 

– there is a lot of plumbing work under there. 

 

Jellyfish and the stingrays are your company underneath the wharf. Never trust anything with 

a tail and never trust anything that has been in the middle of a scientific debate about whether 

or not it is actually living. That's my motto. At certain times of the month the stingray 

community in Wellington harbor hold a party under the wharf. They come in their droves, 

gliding in and out of the wooden pillars and under the walkways. Even though I’m not fond 

of them I can still appreciate their grace. It looks like closest thing to flying. Watching them 

glide under the waves reminds me of diving – which really does feel like you’re flying.  

 

The jellyfish don't hold parties. They’re just washed into shore. They are really distracting. 

Just floating around. Always on the back of your mind. No matter how much you want them 

to go away, they just keep floating back. Like an annoying younger sibling. Or the weird 

person in your class. No opinion, nothing to add. They just wanna hang. Luckily the thick-

skinned waders with the steel capped gumboots made it easy to deal with them. No chance of 

a sting. A jellyfish stung me once. I didn't notice it when it happened. It just left a strange 

scar on my foot that lasted for about a year. This has justified my dislike of jellyfish for the 

past fifteen years.  

 

Working out of the boat also requires trust. The person working has to trust that you are 

holding the boat in place so that they don't end up in the drink. Stingray and jellyfish provide 

persuasive distractions when you should be concentrating on holding the boat in the correct 

place. My first few weeks on the boat were with my brother George, which made life easy. 

Being able to drop all the niceties that are required with non-blood related social interactions 

makes the work easier to coordinate. Whenever George caught me drifting off with the 

jellyfish he would pull me back into line: “Oi! Keep your eyes on me, not on the fucking 

jellyfish.” George might seem like a tough skipper, but when you are bobbing up and down 

on a boat whilst trying to weld copper you need your first mate to be concentrating.  

 

Like learning to walk on the mesh, it takes a day or two to learn about weight distribution on 

the boat. Both standing on the same side is not recommended. Quick and sudden movements 

aren’t recommended. You really have to concentrate. Not only to stay out of the water, but to 

keep the materials and tools out of the water. Although my modest Ryobi was $140, a top end 



battery drill set can be upwards of $1000. Dropping a borrowed battery drill could put you a 

grand in debt with one ker-plunk. All my nautical work under the wharf involved copper. 

Copper on a construction site is the coveted black gold. I was more worried about dropping 

lengths of copper pipe, or borrowed tools in the water rather than dropping myself in the 

water.  

 

My initial stint as first mate was support man for welding copper underneath the wharf. 

George would get the boat in place while I wheeled the gas bottles to the correct spot along 

the side of the wharf. I’d then dangle the hoses over the side, fishing for George’s 

outstretched hand. Dangling the hoses just out of reach was only funny the first time. Once 

the hoses were secure and I had tied the gas bottles in place it was time to carry the five metre 

lengths of copper under the wharf. I don’t know if you know, but copper is heavy. Carrying it 

down a ladder onto a metre wide bouncy mesh with my musculature isn’t easy. Add the 

pressure of losing it to the depths, the loss of money, the loss of faith in my ability and 

mainly the telling-off that would ensue – I was willing to dive into the abyss to get it back.  

 

Once the copper lengths were safely on the boat – it took a bit of maneuvering on the 

scaffolding and a lot of F’s and S’s and sometimes the odd C – then it was anchors up and 

away. The copper had to be fed through premade clips hanging from under the wharf. It takes 

two to tango in this dance so you lose the ability to hold the boat in place. On a calm day this 

isn’t a problem but even the smallest swell can make this job a real C. Imagine holding a 

heavy, stiff five metre long string and trying to feed it through the head of a needle whilst 

sitting on one of those kids rides outside a supermarket. More F’s and S’s and C’s. Once the 

pipes are in its welding time. First mate holds the boat as steady as possible while the skipper 

welds the copper together. Although the welding looks cool, personally I prefer not to be 

bouncing up and down beneath a red hot pipe.  

 

George is complimentary when I do a good job holding the boat still while he welds. He even 

teaches me how to do it. I’m not very good and we switch back quickly. I think we make a 

good team. Even if we are under a wharf with the pigeons, the rats, the stingrays and 

jellyfish, the poisoned mussels and paua, the stinky storm water; at least we get to be on the 

water in the summertime with a beautiful view of Oriental Parade. Since I started working on 

the site I discovered the best time in Wellington no matter what time of the year. It’s from 

6am to 8.30am down by the water. If the weather is good, this is the best time to enjoy it.  



 

I’ve learnt how to measure things in millimetres. That is how precise I am now when 

measuring. Centimetres don't cut it. When I say “yeah its about 200,” everyone knows that I 

am talking about 20 centimetres here, not two metres. There is a trick, when you are 

measuring the ceiling height from the ground you kinda bend the tape in half, placing the foot 

end on the ground and feed the bent half up until you get your desired measurement. Well, I 

can’t do this yet. It’s partly because I have a cheap tape measure and it’s too flimsy to 

execute this manoeuvre. But I will practice. Because measurements are paramount. This 

whole business is built on measurement. It’s like dominoes – get one wrong and everything 

falls down* (*disclaimer: this may be a slight over exaggeration, but still, it’s very 

important).  

 

* 

 

Smoko is the light at the end of the tunnel most days. The problem is another tunnel begins 

after thirty minutes of light. And then another after the second thirty minutes of light. At 10 

o’clock half of the staff stop whatever they are doing and make their way to the container. 

The container is just like a container you see at a seaport except instead of being full of goods 

it is furnished like an office/mini lunch hall. There are two microwaves, a toastie maker, and 

a toaster, boiling water dispenser, coffee, tea and three four-seater tables. Down the back is 

the plan table with intricate drawings of the plumbing and drainage layout that I haven’t yet 

learnt how to read. There are compartments with miscellaneous gear and expensive tools 

under the plan table that aren’t left in the work shed.  

 

A Ramset calendar with scantily clad woman posing in sexually suggestive positions around 

construction tools hangs on the wall next to the door. Half the time I’m not checking the date. 

The container abides by the unwritten laws of any communal eating area used by humans. 

Everyone has their cup they use. Everyone has their place to sit. Names are not written on the 

seat, there is no talking about it, it just is the way it is. So when I come back after a post-

toastie cigarette, I know the exact layout without looking. The Fijian Indian contingent will 

be sitting closest to the door. The young contingent will be sitting in the middle table talking 

about sport. The senior staff will be sitting at the back. It sounds like segregation but it really 

isn’t. Or maybe it is? Smoko is not the time that anyone is thinking about segregation. 

They’re thinking: “If this could last just a little longer…” 



 

* 

 

The experience of working in construction has been a humbling one. I’ve discovered that to 

be good, your brain has to work logically. My brain does not. When given a job, I figure out 

the least practical, time-consuming way of completing the task. But I learn from my mistakes. 

The construction site is a haven for learning from your mistakes. Being a lowly labourer, you 

are expected to make mistakes. Do I feel more a man now that I am employed in a masculine 

business? Not really. But when I hold my Ryobi, screwing things together, creating – yes, I 

feel like a man, man.  

 


