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The Life of a Mechanic

Performance Transmission is located near Centerville, Wisconsin, alonggdeii35/53.

The large, brown sided building is set off from and angled slightly from the réaadbee neighboring
house. Most of the land around the shop is corn fields. |turn into the gravel driveway abhdigee
twenty vehicles parked in the front lot of the one year old business.

As | walk into the building, | enter a large shop area with two bays thatlogsts for vehicles
and another bay filled with parts and boxes. There is a bench in the back corner fufl ahgddols.
By the bench there are two large tool boxes, and every drawer is full of a vatietysadnd organized
a particular way. | walk up to a counter not far from the entrance and take a seabbthertdack
bar stools. There are numerous cans of peanuts and candy on the counter, along with parts books
telephone books, and notepads on the counter and behind it is the door to the employee’s bathroom, a
small bathroom with a corner sink and vanity, a toilet, a small closet, and a stand up showe

As | sit at the counter, | look directly to my right and notice two doors that lead Iatge
room. The floor is black and white checkered with a large red diamond in the middlevavith t
checkered race flags inside of it. There is a large TV on one side of theaidtuvo dark grey
couches are placed along the opposite wall. There are many Dale Earnhardt aeRNASQres
hung on the white walls, and there are two display cases full of race cars whimiw;saf, consist of
mainly Dale Earnhardt cars. There are two offices to the back of the “TV roaim® ehop. The
office on the left is my dad’s: the desk full of papers, invoices, notes, books, and bills.fidéerof
the right is my grandpa’s; his desk top is covered with a train clock, coffeagategs, and a plaque
of Dale Earnhardt. There is also a door to the left of my dad’s office, the custontlert®bg which
is much bigger to be handicap accessible. Unlike the employee’s bathroom htostoabnly has a
toilet, a sink and a mirror. The shop overall—even though it is a place where greaaaddit are
present daily—is a very clean and modern building.

Almost immediately after | sit down at the counter my grandpa —a shasticpily bald, pear
shaped man also known as “the foreman”—spots me and walks from the office and TV room side
the building into the shop area by me. He always greets everyone who walks imoptiiess,
mainly because my dad and his employee Derek are the ones who do the work there.

Derek, who is a blue eyed and brown haired man in his twenties, says hi to me fafishbs

unscrewing a bolt from underneath the blue Dodge truck on the hoist. My dad—a tall, thin, brown
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haired man—says hi a few minutes later after he finishes with one size wreacls, it off with a
shop rag, and walks out from underneath the truck to get different size wrench. This is Had' my
and Derek treat family and friends while they’re working. | begin to taiékbabout how my
snowmobile speech went in CST earlier in the day, but am constantly interruptekl igttaen him
and my dad.

“Hey, am | going to need the flare wrench for this?” Derek asks my tiadpaking his head
out from underneath the Dodge truck.

“Yeah, | think you’re gonna need it,” my dad replies back, without even looking aaraytiie
small part of the Dodge truck he was working on at the bench.

| restart my snowmobile speech story a number of times, but eventuallydpyared just
watch.

“Can you hand me that pipe wrench on my cart over there, Nikki?” Derek askse ashim
with a look of complete confusion, as if he had just spoken a different language to melizde tieat
| have absolutely no idea what he’s talking about and retrieves the tool himself.

Suddenly, a customer—a short, thin man with dirty work clothes and work boots—walks into
the shop and up to the counter. Unlike when family and friends stop at the shop, custoneatedre tr
a little differently. After only a few seconds, my grandpa introduces himsglbegins to find out the
name, address, and information about what the customers needs repaired. After af counpies,
my dad looks up from his bench and realizes a customer is there. He immediatelyhstiops'sv
doing and walks over to the man. My dad speaks very friendly with the customer and Isatery ¢
when he gives the man an estimate for the repair of his vehicle. My dad tréatsecadifferently
than family and friends because he needs customers to come back and bring kéoe huor.

Family and friends can be customers too, but for the most part are treated meremitytf

The daily activities at the shop depend on who you are. Derek says he usualliygakes
transmissions out of the vehicles, while my dad usually rebuilds them. Since ®#relone who
usually takes out the transmissions, he usually ends up being the dirtiest by di¢re day. He
works under all the vehicles, so dirt, oil, and grease usually end up on his face, clothesdandh&
he doesn’t mind getting dirty. He says that if he’s not dirty, he’s not working hardrenbigdad
usually stays pretty clean, since he doesn’t have to work underneath thesveBigi®ccasionally he
will get just as filthy as Derek, and he doesn’t really mind it eithiee. foreman, my grandpa, has a
little different job than my dad and Derek. He is the one who watches divorce caiyrtrpreh all

day, of course, when he’s not greeting the customers that come in. He is the one wHaomblas
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runs out to pick up the lunch order at one of the businesses that serve food close by. Mysgrandp
only physical job at the shop is mopping the floor, which he does at least twice a week.
Lunch time rolls around, so my grandpa takes out the Presto pizza maker, mdlge a de
pizza, and brings out Cheetos and Doritos nacho cheese chips. When the pizza is done, my grandpa
takes his share, leaves the rest on the counter in the shop area, and goes into the diheratocbm
divorce court while he enjoys his lunch. About fifteen or twenty minutes later whéwothés cold,
Derek and my dad finally stop working and come over to eat. They eat in silencbatigs and
faces filthy with dirt, oil, and grease. | don’t understand how they could touch their ftfiodueh
disgusting hands and still eat it.
After a lunch that made me sick to my stomach, | begin to ask Derek about tHeetoskss at
work. He shows me rows of wrenches of all different sizes, including a pipeaada flare
wrench. He also shows me a drawer full of a variety of sizes and shapeswodliseess. | observe a
bunch of sockets, including a special one called a torx socket. He only shows maf éhiewain
tools he used because it would take all day to show all the tools in the shop. Tools not only seem
to be very important in a mechanic’s ability to do a job, but also very expensive. Rey 001),
who is affiliated to the Parliamentary Secretary to Minister of Finatescribed a survey by the
Canadian Automotive Repairs and Service Council given to automotive technicians. \féys sur
found that half of the mechanics surveyed owned about $20,000 worth of tools, while about a third of
them said they owned more than $30,000 worth of tools. That is a lot of money, and a lot of tools! |
ask my dad how much money he had invested in tools; he simply says, “Way more than $30,000, Nik.”
Even though tools seem to be a mechanic’s best friend, parts are also just antmpdis
the converter here for the tranny of that red Ford yet?” my dad asks Derekesimtently focused on
a tranny he's working on at his bench.
“No, but itwas supposed to come today,” Derek answers back, still working underneath the
blue Dodge truck on the hoist.
“Well, | guess we can't finish it today. Jeez, we've had that one for a colyeeks already,
and | would really have liked to get that one out today,” my dad replies in disgust.
Almost immediately after the word “today” left my dad’s mouth, a red seth a white trailer
pulls into the driveway, and a huge smile stretches across my dad’s face.
“Good. The converter is finally here,” my dad said with a sigh a relief, putting twvool

he was working with to greet the delivery man with the converters.
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Derek tells me that parts are so important because if they don’t getrtloentime, they can’t
finish the job on time. If they don't finish jobs on time, then they don’t get paid on time, vardbec
a problem when it comes to writing paychecks and paying bills.

It's around three o’clock in the afternoon, and my dad encounters a problem.

“Gary hasn’t come to pay his bill yet, has he?” my dad asks Derek aschéyqualks to the
phone to make a call.

“No, he hasn’t showed up yet. Isn’t this the second time he said he was going tantbme
pay?” Derek questions back, without looking over, as he finishes screwing the hastisdegneath
the Dodge truck.

Gary Smith, a recent customer of my dad’s, said he would come in around 8:30 in the morning,
and it's now late in the afternoon.

“I hope we don’t havanother customer that | have to hound to get my money,” my dad utters
as he dials the phone.

My dad tells me about some of the other customers that have failed to pay him. Soene of
he just had to continually call and remind them until they paid in full. But he did tell meai®ut
customer, a mailman, that he actually had to send an official letter; it &dlifin’t pay by a certain
date, my dad would be forced to take him to court. The mailman did eventually pay, but myldad sai
he learned his lesson: don't let the vehicle leave the ghlegs it's paid for. But now my dad is in the
same dilemma again. | ask my dad why he let this Gary guy take hisfoee it was paid and he told
me sarcastically as he grinned at Derek, “Because Derek made me.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Derek chuckled and replied back as he lowered the hoist with the Rmége t
on it.

“Hey Nikki, do you wanna go for a test ride with me?” Derek asks as he putsamay
wrenches he was using for the Dodge.

| tell him I'll go, so Derek opens the garage door and we hop in the blue Dodge. Retek st
the truck, turns the radio off, and we head out towards the highway. As we travel down the road,
Derek feels and listens for each shift of the truck, to make sure they agétal

After a few miles Derek smiles and exclaims happily, “We must have dometising right,
cuz she runs awesome now!”

When we get back to the shop, Derek drives the truck back into the shop. | jump out and take a

seat at the counter while Derek pops the hood to check the transmission fluid.
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“Nikki, would you get one of the notepads on the counter for me?” Derek asks me as he wipes
off the dipstick before he puts it back in to check the level of the fluid. | say sutedutil ask why
he needs it.

“Every time we finish a vehicle, | have to write down the VIN number, the gedrthe
number of miles so your dad can have it on record for the warranty he gives aantecfiDerek
explains to me as he is shutting the hood of the Dodge.

| reach over the counter, grab the notepad, and bring it over to Derek. He letsetwn
the information for my dad, and | take it to my dad’s desk in his office so he has it wheedsetm
write up the bill for the vehicle.

After the vehicle is finished, Derek drives it out of the shop and parks it in the lot. e jum
into an old, red Ford truck, starts it up, and drives it in the bay that the Dodge was in before

When Derek parks the Ford, he gets out, fixes the hoist underneath the truck, and raises the
hoist and truck about five feet in the air. | ask him what he’s doing now and he, while grabbin
wrench from the tool chest, replies, “Doing what | do most of the time...| eitketr@nnys in or out,
and this time | happen to be taking one out.”

While Derek works on taking a transmission out, my dad continues to rebuild a tramsmiss
for a Durango that he started just after lunch. | walk over to the bench and ask him ©idoimg’
He looks at me, exhausted, and says, “This one is kicking my ass.”

I laugh and tell him not to worry because it's almost time to go. He smilksabawe and
continues to work on the transmission, placing metal rings with teeth—clutchesfullgarack into
it.

Derek and my dad work on their jobs non-stop with little talking. Five o’clock finallly
around, so | tell them it’s time to go.

“Yup, I'll wash up right after | finish this last thing,” Derek reglias he continues to work
underneath the Ford.

My grandpa walks out about a minute after five, waves, says goodbye and headssut t
vehicle.

My dad, who heard me say it was five, actually listens to me and goes over tiktimetse
back to wash up. He pushes on the soap dispenser that dispenses orange soap with littig scrubbi
balls in it and cleans his hands and forearms intensely to make sure theregenk afdirt or grease
left on them. After he dries his hands and forearms off, he walks through the TV room ansl into hi
office to get his box, a small cardboard box full of bills, checks, money, and other imtporta

documents he doesn’t want to leave at the shop. | have no idea why he doesn’t use the heidiass
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stuffed at home in his closet; instead, he chooses to use an old cardboard box to keep hig importa
things.

About fifteen minutes later, Derek finally finishes his work on the Ford. He putisdissaway
after he wipes them off with a red shop rag and walks over to the sink to wash up. Hehigashes
hands very similar to my dad, except after an examination | find that his handsrghredils in
particular—still have some dirt on them. He just laughs at me and says thaid antical.

When Derek is finally finished washing his hands, | ask him why he didn’t stopeatfien he
is supposed to be done. As he dried his hands, he replies, “Because in this job, you hardigtever fi
at five...there is always one last, quick job you can do before you leave. And, wallsbex that, |
never leave till after five.”

Derek and my dad are finally ready to leave. They talk a few minutes abautdans jobs.

“So you'll finish taking out that Ford tomorrow, and then when you're done with thatayou c
put the one on the bench back in that Durango, because I'll be finished with that byetlgeuine
ready for it,” my dad tells Derek as they are walking towards the door.

“Sounds like a plan,” Derek replies back as they split up and head towards their ovigsvehic
head home.

| can’t imagine how my dad and Derek aren’t exhausted from the day’s workisbddhink
I’'m ready for a nap and | was only watching them. They spend the whole dayrdedghand are
constantly using their hands. Derek spends most of the day with his hands above hisyhead; | tr
keep my hands above my head, but fail after only a few minutes.

The three major factors involved in mechanic’s work are tools and parts, timeeankhess.
Without tools, my dad and Derek wouldn’t be able to repair any vehicles. Camdadis are just as
important as tools, are like ingredients to a chef; if the chef doesn’t havughhmgredients, then he
can’t make the meal that he needs to. The professional chef also has tools thattheneate
masterpieces from his ingredients. A professional chef has more spethaitis®ur ordinary chef.
This is like comparing my dad and Derek, who are transmission specialisisy tavgrage
automotive mechanic. They have more skills and knowledge than a normal mechanic because
transmission skills are a “specialty” in the mechanic world.

Time, along with tools and parts, also seems to be important in mechanic work. Jobs need to
be finished on time to keep customers happy, keeping the relationship between my dad and his

customers on good terms. This also helps my dad keep up with the jobs he takes, so he doesn't get

Frahm 6



behind and have too much work and too little time. Time probably affects most—if not all—jobs, but
it is really important in mechanic’s work.

Self cleanliness isn’t a major priority during the working hours of a mech&m the other
hand, tool and space cleanliness is a major priority during the day. This is wikyaDdreny dad
wipe off their tools every time they are done using them and why my Grandpa mdpsitise bften.
The reason for tool and space cleanliness is to keep the shop looking respectablsEineEr € see
the shop area when they come in.

When it comes to loving their job, Derek and my dad and even my grandpa admit they do.
They tell me that it's fun because everyday is different and you get to helg patptheir
problems—well their car problems anyway. And they’re not the only mechanics whussay
Francine Knowles (2004), author of an article series about hot jobs in the Chicagart&sn-Ti
interviews a twenty-two-year-old mechanic named Christopher Enright.atés st his interview that
one reward about being a mechanic is being able to fix something and making cuitetriezter.
So even though many people think mechanic’s work is dirty, it is still a rewardiniggbimainy
people enjoy because they help others. Derek and my dad will agree that the workicgn liha the
reward outweighs any disadvantages that come with being a mechanic.
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