Working the Dish Dungeons
The life of a pearl diver is one of endless dirty
dishes, isolation, and late hours. So why do it?
A fearless writer takes the plunge to find out.
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It’s pushing 11 p.m. at a crowded bar and restaurant on
Atlanta’s moneyed north side. The loosened ties out front
are partying, but back here in the dish dungeon, the
disposal has clogged up, someone has just seared his
palm with a scalding sautė pan, and my sodden shirt
smells like Hulk Hogan’s underwear. There’s a real funny
guy barking orders to cooks over the P.A. system, which
makes me think of the disembodied voice coming over the
speakers in M*A*S*H . “Incoming wounded!” should be the
cry every time another bus tub lands full of half-gnawed
baby-back ribs.
Three of us are working the dish kitchen tonight.
Muhamed signed on a month ago, and Big John has been
around the restaurant for 10 years. This is my first night.
You could say the other two guys are having creative
differences. Never mind that Big John was busting suds
when Muhamed was still standing in a grade-school
cafeteria line; Muhamed has a better idea. He likes to let ladles collect in a bucket before
rehanging them at the end of night. John wants them hung now. “You’re like a dog you can’t tell
nuthin’ to,” the big guy snarls at Muhamed.
Soon John is back in his happy zone, scat-singing the theme song to the old TV show Dobie
Gillis as he dives into an avalanche of greasy crockery.
“Hey, man, what time is it?” Muhamed asks.
Big John stops singing. He stops spraying dishes. He glares.
“What’s the matter, you got an appointment somewhere? The only time you got to worry
about is quittin’ time.”
I’m glad I didn’t ask. Time is the only thing I’ve thought about for hours.
*****
To be honest, I’ve never really done much thinking about dishwashers. No one does. They’re
the forgotten people of the restaurant business.
When I was handed this story assignment, I checked around and learned about a few
notable people who had washed dishes on their way up or down. Before he recorded “TuttiFrutti” and became a rock ’n’ roll luminary, Little Richard was slinging suds at the bus station
grill in Macon, Georgia. After he was convicted of income tax evasion, the Rev. Sun Myung
Moon was assigned to dish duty in prison because it required no English, which he didn’t
speak.
Perhaps the most eloquent description of the dishwashing life came from George Orwell,
who wrote about his days on the bum in the thinly veiled memoir Down and Out in Paris and
London. Nearing starvation, the protagonist gets a job as a plongeur in a Paris cafe, working
17-hour days in a blast furnace of a kitchen that doesn’t even have hot water. He has to scrape
grease off plates with napkins and fingertips. Modern slavery, Orwell calls it.
Tossing the book aside, I began to wonder whether anyone had anything good to say about
dishwashing. The first server I interviewed on the subject certainly didn’t. A waiter with a
steakhouse in downtown Atlanta, he claimed he’d rather dig graves than wash dishes. “The
dishwashers I’ve seen are nice guys, but they smell sour and they must have IQs of 50 to 70,”

he said. “You can’t talk to them to ask how they’re doing. My interests are tennis and movies;
theirs is drinking beer all night.”
“Well, they’re not all zeroes,” he thought to add. “Our manager started as a dishwasher.”
I discovered that a fair number of washers are potential managers learning the trade from the
basement up. Some chains require it of management trainees. Other suds busters tend to be
students, moonlighters, and down-and-outers – almost always men, usually 35 and younger.
Not surprisingly, dishwashers, like forks, are hard to keep. “It’s a crappy job, and staffing it is
our biggest personnel problem,” said Ed Negri, propietor of Herron’s, a venerable restaurant in
downtown Atlanta. “I don’t know what to do about it except to use paper plates and pita bread.”
Everyone, it seemed, had a dishwashing horror story.
A temporary-labor service manager told me about the dishwasher he sent to work in a
corporate cafeteria. One day the washer joined customers in line, fixed a plate of baked
chicken, and took his leisure in the dining room. By the time a replacement arrived, the errant
pearl diver was chasing women around the tables.
Another restaurant manager told me of a more typical occurrence. During the Saturday night
rush, a dishwasher went into the bathroom and never came out. The manager ended up
cleaning plates.
There was only one way to fathom a job so bad that it would make a man exit without his
paycheck. I had to plunge in myself .
The restaurant I chose was a Houlihan’s, one of those franchise bars and eateries with
vintage advertising tacked to every nook and cranny of the walls. The location in Lenox
Square, the Southeast’s largest shopping mall, defiles acres of dishes in the interest of feeding
upscale Atlantans in need of replenishment after browsing through Crate and Barrel and
Neiman-Marcus.
I called the assistant manager, Rob, an easygoing guy who washed dishes as a teenager in
Buffalo, New York. Like many managers, he has had to swab dishes when the kitchen backed
up or someone didn’t show. He occasionally quotes an adage from management school: “A
restaurant can run for two days without a manager, but it can’t run for two hours without a
dishwasher.”
Rob checked with his boss, and I had a job. They and the chef were the only three of the
restaurant’s 110 employees who knew that they had an undercover dishwasher in their midst.
*****
I reported for duty at 4 o’clock on a Friday afternoon. Rob welcomed me with an orientation
film called Defensive Cleaning. “A clean bar is a happy bar,” the narrator said, in the same tone
my second-grade health teacher used to introduce us to Tommy the Tooth. The film next
moved to the restroom, where a customer wondered aloud, “Hmmm, is that a black tile or is
that the slime deposited by a filthy mop?” Lucky I was assigned to work nights; the day dishers
had to clean toilets.
After the film, Ron escorted me through the kitchen introducing his new hire. The servers
tended to be white, the back-kitchen staff black and brown. Meeting me, most people didn’t
look up. A few of the ones who did stared. I know what they were thinking: How long’s that
white boy going to last back here?
There were ten dishwashers on staff, no more than three or four of whom worked together at
once. Compared with some of the dishwashing crews at the downtown restaurants, which
occasionally call the Union Mission for help, this was a classy outfit. As a novice, I was
assigned to work with three guys until I learned what I was doing.
Derrick Billinger was a thin, boyish student who didn’t say much and didn’t figure to be
washing dishes for long. Muhamed Njie was a sleepy-eyed Gambian immigrant who told
people that he was from Jamaica because he thought Americans discriminated against African
blacks but not Caribbean blacks. He gave himself away by saying “man” instead of “mon.”
Finally, there was Big John Bowman, a keg-bellied father of three who looked a little worn for
his 28 years. John worked a 50-hour week as a maintenance man during the day and
moonlighted 25 hours a week at Houlihan’s. He told me that he had fallen asleep at the wheel
twice while he was driving home from the restaurant. To keep his blood pumping, he sang an
amazing range of songs while he worked, from Glenn Miller to James Brown to the theme from

Mr. Ed. He liked to startle busboys by exclaiming in their faces, “YOU NEVER HEARD OF A
TALKING HORSE?”
John’s habitat, as he called it, was a rectangular cubicle behind the prep kitchen and the
cook kitchen. Two sides were bounded by stainless-steel counters onto which servers, busers,
and cooks loaded – sometimes threw – a baffling array of pans, plates, glassware, and
utensils. Our job consisted of three steps: dump the crud in the proper disposal; feed the
dishes into the insatiable, steam-spewing maw of the Hobart three-cart conveyor belt washer;
and put the clean stuff back where it belonged.
The person assigned to the sink handled the first two steps almost by himself. I hadn’t been
there 90 minutes, and I found myself facing the sink. Somehow I had expected more training.
I started slowly with a tub of salad bowls, yanking out the lettuce, setting the bowls in a tray,
spraying it with a huge nozzle, and shoving the whole mess into the soapy inferno. Easy. Then
came a plate of fish someone didn’t like. I could tell because he had spit out a wad of it. My lips
curled involuntarily and I felt a gag reflex leaping up my esophagus.
“Don’t mind that stuff,” John advised, noticing my reaction. “You start gettin‘ upset by things,
you ain’t no dishwasher.”
Gradually the pace quickened. Bus tubs lined up like vehicles on the Downtown Connector,
with pots banging instead of cars and the dishwasher roaring instead of trucks snorting diesel.
Thoughts spilled together like scraps in the garbage: Did I just drop a fork in the disposal?...
Quesadillas ought to be outlawed; you have to claw the cheese off the plate.... This corner
smells like a rendering plant.... God, people waste a lot of food.... So many American Express
carbons with the numbers still visible.... Damn, barbecue sauce stings in a fresh cut....
I began to feel overwhelmed and thought of that I Love Lucy episode where Ethel and Lucy
are packing candy and can’t keep up with the conveyor belt of chocolates. Just then, Big John
shouted to no one in particular, “Kind of slow tonight!” Right. After a while, he switched stations
with me, and I helped Muhamed put away clean plates and basins. That task had its own
challenges. As a newcomer, I didn’t know where things were supposed to go. And I hated
shuffling down the hallways, which were slippery with what the training film called “food soil.”
That’s a demure term for what happens when countless heels crush countless plate droppings
into the floor. Unable to walk without sliding, I parked myself in one place and began to sort
silver.
I soon discovered that thrusting hands into a vat of flatware is dangerous at best; a
dishwasher had informed me earlier that he once saw an employee run a steak knife clear
through his palm. I merely rammed a fork under a thumbnail. Muhamed grinned when he saw
my mishap and held out his nicked fingers. The cumulative damage looked like what would
happen if you tried to stop a Cuisinart by the blades.
It was loud back in the dishwashing area, the bellowing Hobart making all efforts at
conversation strained. Early in the evening, a waitress, accustomed to working up front where
people usually can hear one another, said something to me as she dropped off some margarita
glasses.
“What?” I asked.
Her lips moved again.
“Huh?”
I moved closer. “Are you new?” she screamed, stomping away in irritation before I could
answer.
The only other time servers talked to me was when they were desperate for clean silverware
to do roll-ups so they could finish their shifts and go home.
Theoretically, we dishwashers received a 30-minute dinner break. In practice, cooks would
occasionally drop off a plate of food – usually something they had screwed up – and we’d
gobble it down with one hand as we discarded scraps with the other, fast as boot-camp
Marines.
Jesse, one of the managers, passed by as I was inhaling a chicken finger and cracked, “You
guys get the best food.”
“We ought to,” John snapped back. “We got the worst job.”
It seemed like weeks later when John finally commanded, “Break down!” referring not to
nerves but to the disassembly of the Hobart’s mechanical guts for cleaning. We hauled out the
garbage, hosed away the scum, wiped down the walls, mopped the floors. We were last
people working in the restaurant by at least an hour.

It was almost 2 a.m. My back was stiff, my digits resembled boiled jumbo shrimp, and my
feet felt as big as Clydesdale hooves. Out front, some of the restaurant staff was having a
going-away party for an assistant manager who had gotten a promotion and a transfer. He
came galloping in on our clean floor, his eyes glassy, and said, “Hey, guys, I was just dancing
on the bar and knocked over a few ash trays. You’ll get it up, won’t you?” Muhamed mumbled
something and followed him.
Then Sarah, the manager on duty, the woman one dishwasher called “Miss Finicky,” came
back to inspect our clean-up. Walking briskly down the hall, she issued orders in a high-pitched
voice: “That elevator needs mopping, this desk-top needs a wipe-down, the top of that cabinet
is filthy.” She goosed that last word in a particularly grating fashion. In a couple of minutes, she
was back out front where the music was playing and people were drinking. I know Sarah was
just doing her job and was tired like all of us, but my jeans were stiff with bilge and her skirt
looked spotless, and as she walked away, I felt a strong urge to drop-kick her butt to
Chattanooga.
When our chores were finally finished, Sarah called us into the bar, gave us each a beer, and
dismissed us for the evening with a cheery, “Thank you, boys.” I looked around and saw only
adult men. Outside the mall, the nightly game of ride roulette began. The buses and commuter
trains stopped running an hour ago, and many dishwashers or low-level cooks don’t own cars.
Derrick solves the problem by pedaling his bike seven miles home. Muhamed usually haunts
the streets until the eastern sky turns milky and public transit service resumes. John often
drives everyone home in his Mustang II, but it was in the shop.
My red Chevy Nova was not in the shop. It was one of the few cars left in the dark, almost
deserted parking lot in front of Lenox Square. Tonight, I provided the wheels, as half a dozen
young men crammed into my coupe and we headed south past the glittering skyline toward the
less gilded side of town.
*****
As we drove, Muhamed, told me a little about himself from the front passenger seat. The 20year-old son of a Gambian government official, he shared an apartment with his brother and
sister, who had left their country to attend school in the States. Muhamed could sound like
Ronald Reagan as he talked about America as the land of opportunity, the place to find a
fortune, but on this night he was more interested in finding some action.
“Wanna go party somewhere?” he said.
I demurred.
Instead of going to college like his siblings, Muhamed was juggling two restaurant jobs,
logging 60 to 70 hours a week. Sometimes he worked two days without sleep, compensating
by sleeping an entire day. Night and day had lost their meaning for him.
“It is bad,” he admitted. “I make $4 an hour dishwashing, and all I eat is McDonald’s, man.
We never washed dishes in my country. That was something foreigners did, other Africans.
They were like untouchables.”
The idea of doing the work of outcasts weighed on Muhamed, even if he had never approved
of his country’s caste system. “I don’t mind working hard, but I don’t have to like it.” We drove
on in silence.
Many dishwashers don’t despise the job, of course. It’s hard to imagine a man who takes
more pride and manic pleasure in manual labor than my old muck-mate John. Watching the big
guy boogie over dirty crockery, I was filled with admiration for his spirit. When I was ready to
drop, he’d start singing “I Feel Good” or “In the Mood” or call out, “I’m happy in my habitat!” as
if shouting it made it so. The man even talked to his dishes as if he were Lionel Hampton doing
that open-mouthed jive with his vibes. “Good gravy, I get to know ‘em,” John told me. “I see
that beat-up ladle. and I say, ‘Hey, Mr. Ladle! I done washed you 12 times tonight!’ Something
goes crash up front, and I say to myself, ‘Bam! That’s something else I don’t have to wash.’”
John had other, more prosaic reasons for liking his job. “There isn’t much pressure and
you’re workin’ out of the rain and cold. And it’s not as hot as cookin’. That’s why I never took
one of those jobs. Yeah, when I get to work, it’s just me and those dishes.”
Part of the pride John takes in dishwashing is a sort of kitchen machismo. Listening to him
talk about washers who couldn’t hack it reminds me of my older brother blasting the wimps and
limp-dicks who faked a cold or a gimpy ankle when track started in high school P.E. John was

especially rough on a guy who started work one night when the dishwashing machine
malfunctioned and spewed soapy water everywhere. “It didn’t bother me, but after 10 minutes
he said, ‘I signed on a dishwasher, not a duck! ‘ The manager offered to get him boots, and I
said, ‘Take the boots, man. Let’s do the job.’ But he walked.” John’s voice dripped with disdain.
“Not many people really want to work.”
John never intended to wash dishes for long. He started while he was attending technical
school and continued because he needed the money. He still needed it. His family lived in
public housing, and a fourth child was on the way.
Balancing day and night jobs had caused John some problems. Once he was working
another job and missed a shift at the restaurant. “The manager called and said to come right
over then or I’d be in trouble. I told him it was about time for me to leave dishwashing anyway.”
Eventually John came back. In fact, he had come back three times, and he vowed never to
leave again. He winced when he thought about the wage he might be making if he had stayed
at Houlihan’s 10 years straight. Even so, he was earning $5 an hour, decent pay for a
dishwasher. Unlike most restaurants, this one starts them above minimum wage.
Unfortunately, tips are not typically shared with the pearl divers.
But money isn’t the main gripe dishwashers have about their job. The thing that really chafes
them is the general lack of respect – the pots tossed at them, the staffers who treat them like
lepers, the managers who regard them as machines.
“A dishwasher has to be a strong-willed individual,” John said, “because no one appreciates
what we do.”
Well, almost no one.
*****
John’s little brother, Kevin, was a prime example of the just-passing-through school of
dishwashers. A 25-year-old trade school student, he cleaned dishes at Houlihan’s on the side.
He hated doing them at home, but at the restaurant, he was known as a consummate neatnik,
a regular white tornado. “I can’t stand messiness,” he told me.
Kevin didn’t plan to attend last year’s employee Christmas party, but his brother had other
ideas. John suggested they go to a movie that night and drop by work afterwards to check out
the celebration. “We spoke to everyone in 15 minutes, and I was ready to go,” Kevin said.
“Then they said the general manager wanted to speak to me, and I thought, ‘Uh-oh, I am in
deep trouble. What have I done now?’”
What he had done was win the franchise’s 1984 Employee of the Year award. The boss
announced it to everyone. For once, a dishwasher had been splashed with glory.
Late that night, after the rest of employees had left and Kevin and John had gone home
glowing, the scullery lights were still burning in the back of the restaurant. As always, someone
had to do the dishes.

