Gravedigger

ELMER RUIZ

Not anybody can be a gravedigger. You can dig a hole any way they come. A gravedigger, you have to make a neat job. I had a fella once, he wanted to see a grave. He was a fella that digged sewers. He was impressed when he seen me diggin’ this grave—how square and how perfect it was. A human body is goin’ into this grave. That’s why you need skill when you’re gonna dig a grave.

He has dug graves for eight years, as the assistant to the foreman. “1 been living on the grounds for almost twelve years.” During the first four years “1 used to cut grass and other thitigs. I never had a dream to have this kind of job. I used to drive a trailer from Texas to Chicago.” He is married and has five children, ranging in age from two to sixteen. It is a bitter cold Sunday morning.

The gravedigger today, they have to be somebody to operate a machine. You just use a shovel to push the dirt loose. Otherwise you don’t use ‘em. We’re tryin’ a new machine, a ground hog. This machine is supposed to go through heavy frost. It do very good job so far. When the weather is mild, like fifteen degrees above zero, you can do it very easy.

But when the weather is below zero, believe me, you~just really workin’ hard. I have to use a mask. Your skin hurts so much when it’s cold—like you put a hot flame near your face. I’m talkin’ about two, three hours standin’ outside. You have to wear a mask, otherwise you can’t stand it at all.

Last year we had a frost up to thirty-five inches deep, from the ground down. That was difficult to have a funeral. The frost and cement, it’s almost the same thing. I believe cement would break easier than frost. Cement is real solid, but when you hit ‘em they just crack. The frost, you just hit ‘em and they won’t give up that easy. Last year we had to use an air hammer when we had thirty-five inches frost.

The most graves I dig is about six, seven a day. This is in the summer. In the winter it’s a little difficult. In the winter you •have four funerals, that’s a pretty busy day.

I been workin’ kinda hard with this snow. We use charcoal heaters, it’s the same charcoal you use to make barbeque ribs or hot dogs. I go and mark where the grave is gonna be tomorrow and put a layer of charcoal the same size of a box. And •this fifteen inches of frost will be completely melt by tomorrow morning. I start early, about seven o’clock in the morning, and I have the park cleaned before the funeral. We have two funerals for tomorrow, eleven and one o’clock. That’s my life.
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In the old days it was supposed to be four men. Two on each end with a rope, keep lowerin’ little by little. I imagine that was kinda hard, because I imagine some fellas must weigh two hundred pounds, and I can feel that weight. We had a burial about five years ago, a fella that weighed four hundred pounds. He didn’t fit on the lowerin’ device. We had a big machine tractor that we coulda used, but that woulda looked kinda bad, because lowerin’ a casket with a tractor is like lowerin’ any​thing.? You have to respect . . . We did it by hand. There were about a half a dozen men.

The grave will be covered in less than two minutes, complete. We just open the hoppers with the right amount of earth. We just press it and then we lay out a layer of black earth. Then we put the sod that belongs there. After a couple of weeks you wouldn’t know it’s a grave there. It’s complete flat. Very rarely you see a grave that is sunk.

To dig a grave would take from an hour and a half •to an hour and forty-five minutes. Only two fellas do it. The operator of the ground hog or back hoe and the other fella, with the trailer, where we put the earth.

When the boss is gone I have to take care of everything myself. That includes givin’ orders to the fellas and layin’ graves and so on. They make it hard for me when the fellas won’t show. Like this new fella we have. He’s just great but he’s not very dependable. He miss a, lot. This fella, he’s about twenty-four years old. I’m the only one that really knows how to operate that machine.

I usually tell ‘em I’m a caretaker. I don’t think the name sound as bad. I have to look at the park, so after the day’s over that everything’s closed, that nobody do damage to the park. Some occasions some people just come and steal and loot and do bad things in the park, destroy some things. I believe it would be some young fellas. A man with responsibility, he wouldn’t do things likç that. Finally we had to put up some gates and close ‘em at sundown. Before, we didn’t, no. We have a fence of roses. Always in cars you can come after sundown.

When you tell people you work in a cemetery, do they change the subject?

Some, they want to know. Especially Spanish people who come from Mexico. They ask me if it is true that when we bury somebody we dig ‘em out in four, five years and replace ‘em with another one. I tell ‘em no. When these people is buried, he’s buried here for life.

It’s like a trade. It’s the same as a mechanic or a doctor. You have to present your job correct, it’s like an operation. If you don’t know where to make the cut, you’re not gonna have a success. The same thing here. You have to have a little skill. I’m not talkin’ about college or anything like that. Myself, I didn’t have no grade school, but you have to know what you’re doin’. You have some fellas been up for many years and
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still don’t know whether they’re comin’ or goin’. I feel proud when everything became smooth and when Mr. Bach congratulate us. Four years ago, when the foreman had a heart attack, I took over. That was a real rough year for myself. I had to dig the graves and I had to show the fellas what to do.

A gravedigger is a very important person. You must have hear about the strike we had in New York about two years ago. There were twenty thousand bodies layin’ and nobody could bury ‘em. The cost of funerals they raised and they didn’t want to raise the price of the workers. The way they’re livin’, everything wanna go up, and I don’t know whats gonna happen.

Can you imagine if I wouldn’t show up tomorrow morning and this other fella—he usually comes late—and sometimes he don’t show. We have a funeral for eleven o’clock. Imagine what happens? The funeral arrive and where you gonna bury it?

We put water, the aspirins, in case somebody pass out. They have those capsules that you break and put ~.ip by their nose—smelling salts. And we put heaters for inside the tents so the place be a little warm.

There are some funerals, they really affect you. Some young kid. We buried lots of young. You have emotions, you turn in, believe me, you turn. I had a burial about two years ago of teen-agers, a young boy and a young girl. This was a real sad funeral because there was nobody but young teen-agers. I’m so used to going to funerals every day—of course, it bothers me—but I don’t feel as bad as when I bury a young child. You really turn.

I usually will wear myself some black sunglasses. I never go to a fu​neral without sunglasses. It’s a good idea because your eyes is the first thing that shows when you have a big emotion. Always these black sun​glasses.

This grief that I see every day, I’m really used to somebody’s crying every day. But there is some that are real bad, when you just have to take it. Some people just don’t want to give up. You have to understand that when somebody pass away, there’s nothing you can do and you have to take it. If you don’t want to take it, you’re just gonna make your life worse, become sick. People seems to take it more easier these days. They miss the person, but not as much.

There’s some funerals that people, they show they’re not sad. This is different kinds of people. I believe they are happy to see this person— not in a way of singing—because this person is out of his sufferin’ in this world. This person is gone and at rest for the test of his life. I have this question lots of times: “How can I take it?” They ask if I’m calm when I bury people. If you stop and think, a funeral is one of the natural things in the world.

I enjoy it very much, especially in summer. I don’t think any job inside
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a factory or an office is so nice. You have the air all day and it’s just beautiful. The smell of the grass when it’s cut, it’s just fantastic. Winter goes so fast sometimes you just don’t feel it.

When I finish my work here, I just don’t remember my work. I like music so much that I have lots more time listenin’ to music or playin’. That’s where I spend my time. I don’t drink, I don’t smoke. I play Span​ish bass and guitar. I play accordian. I would like to be a musician. I was born and raised in Texas and I never had a good school. I learned music myself from here and there. After I close the gate I play. I don’t think it would be nice to play music when the funeral’s goin’ by. But after every​thing...

I believe we are not a rich people, but I think we’re livin’ fair. We’re not sufferin’. Like I know lotsa people are havin’ a rough time to live on this world because of crises of the world. My wife, sometimes she’s tired of stayin’ in here. I try to takc her out as much as possible. Not to parties or clubs, but to go to stores and sometimes to go to drive-ins and so on.

She’s used to funerals, too. I go to eat at noon and she asks me, “How many funerals you got today? How many you buried today?” “Oh, we buried two.” “How many more you got?” “Another.” Some other people, you go to your office, they say, “How many letters you write today?” Mine says, “How many funerals you had today?” (Laughs.)

My children are used to everything. They start playin’ ball right against the house. They’re not authorized to go across the road because it’s the burial in there. Whenever a funeral gonna be across from the house, the kids are not permitted to play. One thing a kid love, like every kid, is dogs. In a way, a dog in here would be the best thing to take care of the place, especially a German Shepherd. But they don’t want dogs in here. It’s not nice to see a dog around a funeral. Or cats or things like that. So they don’t have no pet, no.

I believe I’m gonna have to stay here probably until I die. It’s not gonna be too bad for me because I been livin’ twelve years already in the cemetery. I’m still gonna be livin’ in the cemetery. (Laughs.) So that’s gonna be all right with me whenever I go. I think I may be buried here, it look like. /
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