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Sewage Cleaner to 
Carpenter 

The sludge clung to his arms in clumps and 

leaked under his fingernails, and the foulest 

stench Oris had ever encountered rose from 

the pile of filth in front of him, making his 

eyes water. Still, the blockage wasn’t cleared. 

It had been two hours now since he and a 

crew of his neighbors had been sent down 

into the sewer pipes to assess the problem 

and keep things running smoothly in the city 

above. Oris reached into the pile and grabbed 

hold of another glob of unrecognizable 

filth, adding it to the nearly full bucket 

at his feet.  

“That ought to do it.” He turned and 

shouted back to the rest of the crew. 

“Another load coming through!” Then 

he passed the bucket back to the men 

behind him and waited as they ran it 

out of the sewer, out of the city        

entirely, and disposed of the waste in a 

pit they had dug earlier. He glanced back at 

the all-to-slowly diminishing pile of excrement 

and shook his head. Things would go so much 

faster if they had more buckets, but they   

never seemed to have enough to do the job 

properly. He’d been here long enough that 

he’d almost gotten used to the smell. 

Finally, the men returned, and Oris 

went back to shoveling human waste 

with his hands and plopping each  

armload into the wooden bucket. Two 

others, both men, worked alongside 

him with their own buckets, hardly 

saying a word until they passed their 

loads back to the runners.  

Several hours later, they had finally 

got it cleared. Oris, weary and stinking, 

returned home. He washed his 

arms as best he could with the   

water his wife Maiya had gathered 

that morning and went back       

outside to wait for her return home 

from the fields. She always worked 

longer days than him, though not 

by much. As he stood by the     

doorway to their modest home, he 

caught sight of a new group of people 

in the village who had not been there 

before. Several of his neighbors      

followed closely behind as the       

newcomers entered one of the       

villager’s homes, even though it seemed the 

small structure could not possibly contain 

them all. Curious now, Oris wandered over 

to watch. Some of the other men of the  

village beckoned him forward and, too late 

to turn back now, Oris joined the line of 

people trying to cram their way inside.  

A curious sight waited for him. The air 

smelled of wood shavings and a man and a 

woman stood near the center of the    

crowded room with several rough board 

planks between them. As he watched, they 

joined them together to resemble a door. 

Crude design, but it looked sturdy enough 

and even as they continued to work the look 

of it improved. The carpenters measured 

several times before each cut with a tape 

they pulled from their tool bag and marked 

each spot with a pencil. Oris could not tear 

his eyes away as the pair invited the first 

men forward and began to show them how 

to use the hand tools to cut away the rough 

edges and smooth out the sides. Everyone 
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had a chance. Finally, his turn came and, 

slowly at first, but with increasing          

confidence, he worked the wood.  

When they had finished, it looked        

beautiful. Sawdust littered the concrete 

floor and filled the home with a pleasant, 

woody scent. The man and his wife set the 

door upright and with help from them 

fitted it to the as-yet empty doorway. It fit 

perfectly. Now his neighbors would have a 

door that could latch in place every night 

and during the day when they worked. 

Safer, and it also provided better            

protection during the colder winter 

months.  

One Year Later 

Oris stood up from the sawdust-covered 

concrete slab that made up the floor of this 

particular home. He stowed his tools in a 

battered metal box and then bent to lift 

the door into place. 

“Here, help me with this.” 

Together, they got the door into place. Oris 

stepped back to admire his work and 

to double-check for any mistakes he 

might have made. The other man 

clapped him on the back. 

“Thank you! Amazing work you do. 

Where did you learn all this?” 

“A carpentry class came through my 

village some time ago and taught me 

how to use the tools to create doors 

like this.” 

“That really is something. Thank you 

again. What do I owe you for the 

work?” 

The price they settled on was small, 

villagers had little to no extra to spend 

even for the basic protection of a front 

door, but it was enough. His skills 

were in constant demand by his  

neighbors, and the word soon went 

around the villages that he did great 

work that they could a afford and that 

he was willing to work for anyone, not 

just the rich. The amount of work   

offset the money he could charge and, 

in the end, paid far better than his 

sewage work ever did. And, he mused, 

the sawdust-air smelled far better 

than the sewers.   

Dalit and the low classes of India 

have been downtrodden and         

oppressed for many centuries. They 

were not allowed to study or take up 

more skillful jobs. So, they were 

forced to do dirty jobs like toilet 

cleaning or garbage clearing and   

agriculture labor. In time, with the 

introduction of septic latrines, the 

practice of carrying buckets of       

excrements on their heads is gone in 

most of the parts of India (however, 

there are many towns and cities, 

wherein some pockets it is still     

practiced), but they still work to clear 

blockages in sewers where they are 

half-submerged in filth. The stigma 

remains as they are still identified 

with the work they perform and   

considered untouchable and treated as such. They 

have always been marginalized and treated as 

outcasts socially, economically, and culturally. 

Sweepers are now referred to as Safai karmacha-

ris or sanitary workers. 

We have an opportunity to change their lives. 

Many of them are following Christ. So, they are 

our fellow believers. Helping this community with 

one tailoring center and later with some other 

help such as a carpentry school will be a great way 

of encouraging them, restoring dignity, and 

strengthening them economically. Our goal is to 

provide training and an alternate means of       

employment to help free the low-class community 

from oppression. With the skills we teach, many 

of our students would be able to lease their own 

tools and start tailoring or carpentry businesses. 

Carpentry is a rare and much-valued skill in the 

villages and is often far too expensive for rural 

Indians. Starting small, villagers with skills like Oris 

would be in high demand and make enough to pay 

off the tools and own them outright. Global Helps 

Network is looking to expand our skill training 

centers to the sanitary worker community in   

nearby villages.       
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