LITTER STORIES - TALES FROM THE TRENCHES.........

Picking up litter may not always be the most glamorous work, but it does lead to some funny stories.  Working on a back road, I was warned there was a toilet that had been dumped.  Not knowing what or where to expect this toilet, it was definitely in a hard to reach spot.  The ceramic toilet, with a wooden lid, which was half rotten, was sitting next to a guard rail, in a ditch in a huge bush of poison ivy.  Needless to say, this was going to be a challenge.  However, I was determined to get this toilet in the back of the truck.  So the planning process began.  I had to try to keep myself from falling into the ditch while giving myself enough leverage to actually pull the 20ish pound toilet out of the ditch.  First I tried using the pickers on the lid.  This very quickly showed me there was no way I’d get it out with the picker, but also that the lid was completely rotten off.  At this point, I was still not certain whether or not I was allergic to poison ivy, but I decided to chance it.  I used the picker to pull as much of the poison ivy away from the toilet so I wouldn’t have to chance touching it.  After a little work, I was able to get far enough into the ditch to get my hand inside the toilet and pull it up onto the road.  Victory!!  After getting the leaves and other items out of the toilet, it was successfully disposed of. 

Everyone has a fear.  While picking up litter, new fears are often realized.  One of my newly realized fears was that of snakes hiding in leaves.  The first snake I saw was while I was in the middle of no where on a back road.  Thankfully I heard it before I saw it and it gave me time to be sure I was out of the way.  Seeing one snake makes you much more aware that more are out there.  Unfortunately, I wasn’t lucky enough to only see one.  My next run in was in a small park.  The park had a play area and a baseball field and then a picnic area that was under tree cover.  While cleaning up the picnic area, I had to walk through plenty of leaves.  I came upon what looked like a piece of thick black wire.  I was picking up a lot of items in the area, so didn’t even give it a second thought before putting my picker to this thick black object.  When the picker was about 1 inch from touching this item, it moved slightly and I screamed, realizing that it was a snake.  After I recovered from the initial shock, I realized the snake was still sitting in the same spot.  Now all I wanted was for it to get away from me.  I made some noise and kicked some leaves in its direction hoping it would get the point, but it didn’t move.  I was beginning to question whether or not it was a real snake or a rubber snake a little kid had left behind.  After one more try of kicking leaves, the snake finally slithered away.  That was enough for me!  I always have my eye out for the occasional snake!

Many times while picking up litter, there is really no way to tell how long a particular item has been sitting in the same place.  However, occasionally, it is clear that something has been in the same spot for a very, very long time.  A good sign is when the plant life starts to grow in or through the item.  While cleaning up litter on a back road, I came across what looked like a folding table in a small ditch surrounded by trees.  If it hadn’t been for the metal lip of this table, I would never have noticed it because there were several small plants and lots of grass growing through the now rotting table top.  Not thinking it would be very challenging, I began trying to pull the table out of the dirt.  The table was not moving.  After kicking off the table’s new vegetation, I realized it was actually folded in half and the other half was under even more plants and tree roots.  After seeing this I decided to try to get at least the now very exposed half of the table I first saw by breaking it in half.  This table may have been old and rusty, but it was not breaking no matter what I tried.  So instead of walking away, I decided I was getting this table.  I realized one of the largest problems was that the other half of the table was actually under a very large tree root.  I began alternating from forcefully pulling the tree root up and down to try to loosen it and trying to pull the table out.  After about 10 more minutes of this process, I finally got the table out!  I certainly got a workout getting that table from the ditch!

It is expected to see dogs when cleaning up an area like a park, but generally, there are not a lot of animals when cleaning up in an industrial area where there are warehouses.  While going to one of the areas assigned to me, I drove down and industrial street and was driving to the end, where there was supposed to be cul-de-sac.  This road was practically abandoned accept for some trucks parked on the street.  While going around a bend to a more open grassy area, a dog like figure caught my eye.  Being a dog lover, I was interested in what kind of dog it was and why it was in an area with no people.  I looked at it and realized it wasn’t a dog but a wolf!  I stopped the truck and took a better look.  I decided that I would not be picking up litter in any area where wolves were coming out during the day!  I had no choice but to continue down the path I was driving so I could turn around.  I swore the wolf was looking right at me and I kept my eyes on it the entire time.  As I turned the corner, I realized the wolf was extremely skinny.  In fact, only about as fat as a piece of poster board!  There were 3 of these cardboard wolves in all and they were unbelievable lifelike.  My partner for that day saw it and almost screamed.  It seems that whatever the owner of that warehouse is trying to scare away is working really well!
Submitted by Linda Paquette, 2007 summer litter pickup worker for South Brunswick Township.
