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Today I waved goodbye to Walt and Jeff Lorence as they left our lunch spot on 28th and Burnside. I had bought for each of them a “Luke’s Special,” named for my classmate and current Franks-A-Lot employee, Luke Mones. We talked a little bit about high school and graduation while we ate our dogs, one of many edifying conversations with the Lorence Brothers that have taken place in this month-long internship with Lorence Brothers Construction. Now, with a slightly-enhanced knowledge of power tool usage and a little bit of experience under my belt, I go forward into life with a standing offer of summer employment and, if worse comes to worse, a place to work when I “drop out of Brown.”  However, I picked up a few of the more subtle concepts from the Lorence Brothers as well— if not Buddhaesque wisdom, at least good knowledge to apply to my life. 


Very few days would pass without Jeff Lorence announcing his maxim: “One day a something, the next day something else.” He didn’t really say “something” and “something else,” he filled in whatever we would be doing that day and whatever we would be doing the next day. “One day a concrete pourer, the next day a chair builder.”  “One day a doorbell repair man, the next day a trim-installer.” He’s talking about versatility, that of a general contractor, but occasionally that of a high school student. “One day a paint-prepper, the next a track star,” he informed me the day before our district track meet while I taped plastic masking over windows. I did many jobs with the Lorence Brothers. Among other things I filled tires, vacuumed and swept, prepped base trim for pouring a concrete floor, prepped windows for house paint, made a hole in the brick wall of a house, assembled IKEA furniture, searched for studs behind dry wall, cut and installed door trim and base, ate lots of Mexican food, and ultimately built two nice-looking Adirondack chairs. I learned how to do all these things (or at least learned how to do them better, cf. eating Mexican food) during this month. Part of what I hoped to get out of this project was to gain new skills and greater handiness for life.  And I have. Although I doubt my future holds the profession of general contractor, I’ll be better prepared for whatever becomes of me. One day a student, and the next... 


All four members of the Lorence Brothers team—the owners Walt and Jeff, Jeff’s stepson Mychal, and Esteban—have said to me something along the lines of: “So you’re here to learn what not to do for a living.” Jeff and Walt grew up in Oregon, graduating from high school in Roseburg and Eugene respectively. Their father was an educator and a big proponent of vocational training. Zero of six kids in the family went to college. Walt and Jeff both built houses in high school, getting “paid to go to school,” as Walt often recounts to me. They both entered construction upon graduating. Walt did his apprenticeship in Portland building high-rises downtown. Jeff worked in California around Palo Alto before coming back to Oregon to form Lorence Brothers Construction, Inc. in 1990 with Walt and their older brother who now lives near Hells Canyon in Eastern Oregon. 20 years later, the Lorence Brothers have a solid group of (wealthy) clients, who may be scaling back new building projects because of the recession, but nonetheless provide a steady amount of work. Jeff informed me that pre-downturn jobs usually ran between $600,000 and $1.5 million, whereas the jobs these days are more often around $100,000-$200,000. Walt has remarked that the jobs they take now are mostly to keep Mychal and Esteban in work. Walt and Jeff both have nice families that I have met pieces of, and beautiful homes (a bit of a given). I don’t know how much money they make a year, but I can guess that they do pretty well for themselves. Mychal and Esteban do well too. Mychal is a college dropout who just bought and remodeled his own house at 22. He makes about $15.50 an hour (due for a raise), which with weekend work probably amounts to over $30,000 a year. He plans to move to Alaska and ski while working as a fireman and contractor. He thinks he can make a very good living buying, remodeling and selling houses on his days off while working for the fire department. 


Mychal told me on my first day that Esteban never had any formal education past the third grade in Mexico, and yet was one of the most talented guys he knew and a privilege to work with. Everything I witnessed in Esteban affirmed that statement. Esteban is in his early thirties and came to the United States and to Portland about fifteen years ago. He has a wife and two daughters and lives in a nice place in SE Portland. Higher paid than Mychal, Esteban makes around $22 an hour and because of his extraordinary talents is able to charge $25 an hour when he does small jobs on weekends. This probably puts him near $45,000 a year. According to the Center for Immigration Studies the average annual income for Mexican Immigrants who have lived in the United States between 11 and 20 years is $19,365. Esteban does pretty well. However, he was the least immediately familiar out of the four members of the Lorence Brothers team. Jeff and Walt have done work for many Catlin families and so know my friends’ parents, and Mychal went to private school K-12 in Portland. This man whose accent I often couldn’t understand, who didn’t go to high school or even middle school, who probably has not had too many friends with lawyers and doctors for parents, presented a bit of an enigma. I had come into this project worried about the awkward dynamic that Robert Frost seems to relish in his poem “Two Tramps in Mud Time.” I leave for college next year, have never needed to work really. As Frost ponders, “I had no right to play / With what was another man's work for gain” (Lines 60-61). Each time someone told me that I was learning what not to do for a living, this feeling was enforced. And yet that tension (which was taking place almost solely in my head) dissolved as the month unwound. My chronic shyness eased and I joked with Esteban in Spanish, was tricked into eating ridiculous jalapeño peppers, played soccer with the crew during breaks, and cautiously followed every instruction I received, even when the instructions were jokes that flew over my head. “Eddie, when you’re done with that, we need to sand the whole ceiling.” Every time it came up, I told Esteban that what I was going to do after college was work for him. “Why you do that? You won’t make any money,” he joked, suggesting that he wouldn’t pay me. Yet as the month progressed, I was told less and less often that I was learning what not to do for a living. On my final day Walt offered me a job for the coming summers when I am back from school, and touchingly added, “and now you’ll always have a place to go if you drop out of Brown.” 


If Esteban were to ask me today his relentless question, “So Eddie, what do you think?” I would be able to answer with more than my usual, “looks good” or silent thumbs-up. I loved this project. It was hard and demanding and if another student wanted to pursue this option in the future, they would have to be hard-working, patient, and cautious to the border of obsessive-compulsive as I have tried to be. But maybe more importantly they have to be open to new experiences and walks of life, however cliché that sounds. While this month has improved my handiness by leaps and bounds, my greatest accomplishment has been meeting new people, my greatest thrill: walking into little North Portland Taco restaurants with Mychal and Esteban, dirty pants, a little sweaty and looking like the three of us are working on a house together. Even if I don’t become a construction worker or carpenter later in life, I have been one briefly and that will stay with me.
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