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Abstract:
	Throughout the course of this project, I conducted nine oral histories with current and former women members of the San Antonio Fire Service from the 1970s-2020s. Then, these nine interviews were used to develop a detailed exhibit outline, outlining the different themes and sections featured in a hypothetical exhibit. Together, the nine oral history interviews and outline provide crucial insight into women’s experiences as fire service personnel in the San Antonio Fire Service. Touching on issues such as access to properly fitting uniforms and gear, male attitudes towards them, access to appropriate facilities, and how women navigated a male dominated profession, this project contributes significantly to our understanding of both the history of our local fire service and how that history compares with other fire services across the United States. 














Project Description: 
The primary goal of this capstone project was to record the experiences and reflections of current and former fire service personnel to create an exhibit outline using their insights and memories gathered from the interviews. The initial scope of the project was ambitious and has been refined in the two years since its inception to an oral history collection accompanied by an exhibit outline as opposed to the original idea which included a fully complete virtual exhibit and an oral history collection. 
	The Women in the San Antonio Fire Service Oral History/Exhibit Outline Project consists of nine oral history interviews which I conducted from Summer 2021-Fall 2021, with nine current and former members of the San Antonio Fire Service. These members are Lieutenant Bodeil Wigen Burke, Engineer Diana Chapa, Engineer Belinda Nichols, Captain Georgia Rakowitz, Battalion Chief Connie Hall, Engineer Kristy Crenshaw, Battalion Chief Brooke Hildreth, Engineer Chelsea Sykes-Wenske, and Firefighter Stephanie Rico. Along with the nine narrators, the San Antonio Fire Department Museum has also been a crucial partner in this project from the beginning. They have provided research materials which introduced me to the historiography regarding women in fire and to the San Antonio Fire Department’s own history. Additionally, the museum’s staff, including historian Hector Cardenas and 2nd Vice-President Captain Georgia Rakowitz, provided critical support as well. Hector provided relevant material from his archive, and Captain Rakowitz arranged my initial meetings with the narrators, provided contact information for them, arranged interview space when needed, and was also one of the project’s narrators. Together, these stakeholders made this project possible.  
I first conceived this project with the fire museum in the Spring of 2021. At the outset, they provided me with initial research resources including two general histories of women in fire that helped me develop a historical background for the project about women in fire dating back to the 19th century and concluding in the late 20th century, as women began entering their professional urban fire departments in greater numbers. The museum also provided two sources about women in the San Antonio Fire Department, including a magazine article containing an interview with the department’s first two women firefighters published in 1980. Additionally, I also provided and/or recommended the Fire Museum with research sources I found while conducting my own separate research including the book, On the Line: Women Firefighters Tell Their Stories, written by firefighter and historian of women in fire, Linda F. Willig, who collected the memories and perspectives of women in fire services across the United States. I also gave them several “Women in the Fire Service” handbooks prepared by various authors in the 1990s and an early survey (1980) of women firefighters across the United States conducted by firefighter and historian, Terese M. Floren. I used these resources to develop my oral history questions. 
I began drafting my oral history questions based on topics and themes explored in the secondary literature I acquired. For example, in On the Line: Women Firefighters Tell Their Stories, Linda F. Willing recalled that when she first joined her fire service in the City of Boulder, Colorado in 1981, she did not have a properly fitting uniform or gear. In fact, she wrote, that it would be years before the fire service provided her with appropriately fitting equipment and uniforms. Additionally, I used Terese M. Floren’s 1980 survey, which covered topics such as access to uniforms and equipment, access to private facilities, and experiences of discrimination, to compare Willing’s own reflections with survey results to better understand general trends among women in the fire service in the early 1980s. After examining these sources, I then developed questions I believed would further our understanding of these issues within the San Antonio Fire Service. I developed the other questions using similar methods. I also drew ideas for questions directly from Willing’s book such as questions regarding station life, memorable runs/calls, and obstacles faced in their careers. Finally, I also collaborated with Captain Georgia Rakowitz, the museum’s 2nd Vice President, and one of the project’s narrators, to review the questions prior to finalizing them. She in turn reviewed them with Battalion Chief Brooke Hildreth, and after their approval, I emailed them to the project’s nine narrators.
The nine interviews were recorded between July 2021 and November 2021. However, I only began editing transcripts in the Summer of 2022. I used all nine interviews to write the exhibit outline featured as an artifact in this capstone rationale. Two complete oral history interviews serve as artifacts in this project as well. Together, the nine interviews contributed to our understanding of the history of the San Antonio Fire Service by revealing and exploring themes such as change over time, navigating a male dominated profession, and the duties and responsibilities of women in the fire service. These nine interviews, and the themes and subthemes they explore, add greatly to our understanding of women in the San Antonio Fire Service. They reveal the different strategies and attitudes women adopted to succeed in their jobs and to get along with their male coworkers, the diverse obstacles they faced during their careers, the many different joys they experienced during their time in the fire service, and how the fire service changed their lives and them as well. The next stage of the project, the exhibit outline phase, was when I began to analyze the interviews and draw out themes and subthemes that I could use to develop my exhibit outline. 
The exhibit design period was a lengthy phase, lasting from August 2022 to December 2022. Throughout this phase I read books such as Beverley Serrell’s Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive Approach and John Summers’ Creating Exhibits That Engage: A Manual for Museums and Historical Organizations to learn more about the exhibit design process. In addition, I arranged an independent study with my graduate program director to better support my exhibit design process through biweekly readings, discussions, and assignment deliverables. Through the course I developed a big idea for my exhibit, flushed out its themes and subthemes by analyzing oral history transcripts and discussing said themes with my professor, discussed best practices for writing exhibit text, prepared samples of exhibit section introductions, and finally, prepared a detailed exhibit outline complete with sample section introductions as well as oral history quotes and excerpts meant to give readers an idea of the themes and content a fully realized exhibit might have included. However, because a public display was not created as part of the project, and because the oral histories will not be made available via YouTube or other platforms, the public reach of the project is limited. 
The public reach of the Women in the San Antonio Fire Service Oral History and Exhibit Outline Project was limited by two factors: the lack of a public display and the wishes of the narrators who were interviewed for the project. As explained above, the initial scope of this project was ambitious and included a completed exhibit for the San Antonio Fire Department Museum. However, the project’s scope was narrowed in December 2022 after the completion of my exhibit outline from my independent study course. Additionally, while sharing the oral histories via an online platform such as YouTube or Facebook would have been ideal, I ultimately decided not to post the oral histories online or make them readily available to the public to better protect the privacy of the project’s narrators, many of whom expressed concern about having their interview shared online to my partner, Captain Rakowitz. Therefore, while this decision limited the public reach of the project, it served the greater purpose of respecting narrators’ wishes and protecting their privacy.  
Historiography & Historical Context: 
Historical scholarship treating women in the fire service is sparse. Many scholars who have studied the subject are firefighters themselves, such as Terese M. Floren and Linda F. Willing. Ms. Floren has written two articles offering a comprehensive overview of the history of women in fire, while Ms. Willing has published her book, On the Line: Female Firefighters Tell Their Stories, a collection of short stories about women in the fire service. Like this oral history project, she also conducted interviews with her fellow firefighters, bringing different perspectives to issues such as station life, navigating a male dominated profession, and the rewards and challenges of a life in the fire service. However, while Willing’s book offers an individualized look into women’s lives in the fire service, Floren’s two articles provide a broad history of women firefighters dating from the 18th century to the late 20th century.  
The history of women firefighters dates to the 1780s, when Molly Williams, a black woman held in slavery by a member of the Oceanus Engine Company # 11 in New York City began performing duties with the company. According to the article, Molly was considered as good a firefighter as many of the boys in the company. Her work was particularly noted during the 1818 blizzard in which she joined the other company members at the drag ropes to pull the fire engine through the snow and to fires.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Terese M. Floren, “Women in Firefighting.Doc,” 1992, https://docs.google.com/document/u/0/d/1pULIBhLuxBlQye7J9OOBUy_ThluNdqMq/edit?dls=true&usp=gmail_attachment_preview&usp=embed_facebook.] 

The history of women firefighters crossed class boundaries as well as racial boundaries. For example, in 1859 the wealthy San Francisco heiress Lille Hitchcock Hoit became a fire buff at the age of fifteen after assisting a local fire company at a fire on Telegraph Hill. Hoit continued to attend fires until her marriage, in fact she attended so many fires that she was made an honorary member of the KnickerBocker Fire Engine Company # 5, a distinction she carried with pride for the rest of her life. It was not until the 20th century that women began to form their own fire companies separate from their male counterparts.
Perhaps the biggest boon to women joining fire companies was World War II. As more men joined the armed forces to fight the evil of fascism, women replaced men’s roles in society. Many women replaced men in their roles as firefighters for the duration of the war. Women across the world served as firefighters on the front lines of World War II. However, none of these women firefighters were career firefighters, nor were they paid. In cities across the United States, women firefighters would not emerge until the 1970s.[footnoteRef:3] Beginning in the 1970s, however, women would begin joining their community fire services in greater numbers.  [3:  Terese M. Floren.] 

In contrast to Terese M. Floren’s general histories of women in fire, Linda Willing’s book, On the Line: Women Firefighter’s Tell Their Stories, offers readers a personal glimpse into the lives and careers of women firefighters from the early 1980s to the late 2000s. In her book, Willing both reflects on her own career in the Boulder City, Colorado Fire Service while also telling other women’s stories as well.[footnoteRef:4] Through interviews with her counterparts, Willing explores issues such as station life, memorable runs, and the rewards and challenges of being a firefighter. Willing’s book is divided into chapters and subsections with each subsection dedicated to telling the story of a different female firefighter. Therefore, when compared to Terse M. Floren’s work, On the Line offers a more personal history of women in fire by highlighting the stories of individual firefighters. The Women in the San Antonio Fire Service Project is similar to On the Line because it too focuses on 10 individual and unique stories, each of which add to our understanding of women’s lives in the San Antonio Fire Service. [4:  Linda Frances Willing, On the Line: Women Firefighters Tell Their Stories (JTD Press, 2011, 1-7).] 

Several themes emerged throughout the nine interviews with fire service personnel. Firstly, the San Antonio Fire Service has changed beyond measure since women first joined in 1979. Particularly, women’s access to properly fitting uniforms and gear and private facilities has increased drastically since the late 1970s and 1980s. Importantly, men’s attitudes towards their female counterparts have also changed since the 1970s as well. These subcategories of change demonstrate how far the department has come in creating a more inclusive and professional workplace for its employees. Additionally, the interviews also revealed that women adopted different mindsets in approaching their male dominated, psychically demanding profession, oftentimes expressing a willingness to accept their circumstances in their job, without loudly advocating for change, while others chose to pursue change for themselves and future female firefighters. Finally, the interviews also delved into the different ranks, and corresponding responsibilities, that women have held during their 40+ years in the San Antonio Fire Department. Firefighters with different ranks and varying levels of experience were interviewed for this project, and each of them shared details about their lives while on the job. The advanced rank of multiple narrators testifies to how far women in the San Antonio Fire Service have come since 1979. However, during women’s early days in the department, they did not have properly fitting uniforms and gear, lacked access to private facilities such as bathrooms and showers, and faced attitudinal barriers to their acceptance in their profession. 
The first women who entered the San Antonio Fire Department in the 1970s and 1980s were not provided properly fitting uniforms or equipment. Instead, women who entered the department during this period wore men’s uniforms and gear when training or on the job. Bodeil Wigen Burke remembered that the fire department had neither specially designed uniforms nor gear for women when she began her training in 1979, ““They were not, they were not prepared at all.” She explained further, “They were kind of astounded to find out we needed smaller boots and smaller gloves yet, that was just during the training period.” We wore men’s uniforms. Everything was designed for men.”[footnoteRef:5] Women continued to use men’s uniforms and gear throughout the 1980s and early 1990s. Captain Georgia Rakowitz, who entered the fire department in 1986, explained her uniform and gear situation as, “I don’t think they were very well prepared…Our station uniforms were essentially men’s clothing. Our structure firefighting gloves were men, the boots were men. It was all men’s sizes, and so, that was a little difficult because it just fits women in a different way.” By the early 1990s, however, some women began to get custom fit for their gear.[footnoteRef:6] By the 2010s and 2020s, the San Antonio Fire Department consistently provided women entering the department with both uniforms and gear designed to fit them.[footnoteRef:7] Getting properly fitting uniforms and gear was not the only challenge that women faced during their early years in the department. They also lacked access to private facilities such as bunks, toilets, and showers.  [5:  Bodeil Wigen Burke, Bodeil Wigen Burke Zoom Oral History Interview, interview by Christopher Hohman, Zoom Video Conferencing, August 5, 2021.]  [6:  Chief Brooke Hildreth, Chief Brooke Hildreth Oral History, interview by Christopher Hohman, in person, August 29, 2021.]  [7:  Stephanie Rico, Stephanie Rico Zoom Oral History Interview, interview by Christopher Hohman, Zoom Video Conferencing, August 12, 2021.] 

From the beginning of their time in the fire department in the 1970s, most women did not have access to private bathrooms, bunkrooms, or showers. In fact, the fire department made few such accommodations for women when they first joined fire crews in the 1970s-1980s. When asked whether the fire department provided private facilities for women, Diana Chapa, who began her career in 1979, explained, “Not at all. Nothing changed. Nothing changed at all.”[footnoteRef:8] Private facilities were a rarity throughout the 1980s and 1990s, which meant that women had to adapt to their situation the best they could. Battalion Chief Connie Hall recalled how grateful she was to have a door lock installed on the bathroom door at her first fire station in 1987.[footnoteRef:9] It was not until the 1990s that the San Antonio Fire Department, and other departments across the nation, began planning fire stations with separate sleeping and bathroom facilities for both male and female firefighters. Therefore, while access to private facilities may still vary from station to station, depending on station age and renovations, the San Antonio Fire Department plans new construction with both sexes in mind. Additionally, as more women entered the department in the 1990s, and the department changed to better accommodate them, male attitudes towards their female counterparts were changing as well.   [8:  Diana Chapa, Diana Chapa Zoom Oral History Interview, interview by Christopher Hohman, Zoom Video Conferencing, August 6, 2021.]  [9:  Connie Hall, Chief Connie Hall Oral History Interview, interview by Christopher Hohman, in person, October 29, 2021.] 

Male attitudes towards women in the San Antonio Fire Department have changed in the 44 years since they began joining the department. From the start, however, males’ attitudes towards women firefighters varied considerably based on circumstances. Oftentimes, their attitudes towards women were affected by factors such as her age, marital status, or station. Meanwhile, women’s experiences were shaped by factors such as their prior knowledge of the department and their mindset. No two women’s experiences are the same. Some women experienced hostility and harassment while others less so. Bodeil Wigen-Burke, for example, had an easier time getting along with her male colleagues than her counterpart, Diana Chapa, even though they entered the department together in 1979. Bodeil explained her male colleagues’ attitudes towards her during her interview in August 2021, “I know that there was some animosity about women coming to the fire service. What I can tell you is very rarely did I get treated poorly by anybody at the fire station.”[footnoteRef:10] Her experience contrasted sharply with Diana Chapa’s, who experienced hostility and harassment during her early years in the department. She explained initial male attitudes towards her, saying, “It was rough. It was rough because I knew they didn't want females in the department. I just was so naive. I didn't know how bad it was.”[footnoteRef:11] In her interview, Diana alluded to mistreatment such as being left rude notes and finding pornographic magazines intentionally left out for her to see.  [10:  Bodeil Wigen Burke, Bodeil Wigen Burke Zoom Oral History Interview by Christopher Hohman, Zoom Video Conferencing, August 5, 2021.]  [11:  Diana Chapa, Diana Chapa Zoom Oral History Interview, Interview by Christopher Hohman, Zoom Video Conferencing, August 8, 2021.] 

However, as more women entered the fire department, and it became more common for men and women to work together, males’ attitudes gradually improved. Indeed, women whose careers began in the 2010s and 2020s, experienced no attitudinal barriers to their acceptance in their job. Chelsea Sykes-Wenske, who entered the fire department in 2018, explained her male colleagues’ attitudes towards her in 2021, “They trust you to do your job, whatever gender you are, however big you are, small you are. But personally, I've never run into instances where gender has been a problem for me.”[footnoteRef:12] However, for women who entered the fire department in the 1970s and 1980s, navigating a male dominated profession could be challenging. Those interviewed from this period offered insight into the different mindsets they adopted to succeed in their profession during the earliest days of women in the San Antonio Fire Department.  [12:  Chelsea Sykes-Wenske, Chelsea Sykes-Wenske Zoom Oral History Interview, interview by Christopher Hohman, Zoom Video Conferencing, July 30, 2021.] 

During the oral history interviews narrators discussed the different mindsets/strategies they used to cope with their unique circumstances. One common mindset adopted by women of the 1970s and 1980s was to adapt to the fire department as it was, not make it adapt for them. Bodeil Wigen Burke explained her attitude upon her entry into the department in 1979, ““I was so.... I don't know, thrilled or grateful, I'm not sure exactly what, to be part of that world, I wasn't really trying to change it to make it fit me I wanted to fit into that world. So, at that time, it was, it was okay, you know.”[footnoteRef:13] For Bodeil, having her own uniform or gear and access to private bathrooms and bunkrooms was less important than fitting into the department as it was in 1979. Nor was Bodeil the only person to express such sentiments. Kristy Crenshaw, who began her career in 1988, echoed Bodeil’s sentiments in her own interview.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Bodeil Wigen Burke, Bodeil Wigen Burke Zoom Oral History Interview.]  [14:  Kristy Crenshaw, Kristy Crenshaw Zoom Oral History Interview, interview by Christopher Hohman, Zoom Video Conferencing, August 8, 2021.] 

Meanwhile, other firefighters changed their behavior to better fit in with their male colleagues. Chief Brooke Hildreth, when reflecting on her first years in the department in the early 1990s, recalled how she frequently changed her manners to better fit in with her crew, “You try really hard to fit in, and I may have tried too hard to fit in, to be one of the guys. And, you know, the foul language and the cussing and the horsing around the station that we would do and the bantering that went back and forth. I mean, sometimes it could get pretty, pretty raunchy, but you wanted to be a part of that because then that made you part of the crew.”[footnoteRef:15] Similarly, Chief Connie Hall recalled the risks she faced when choosing whether or not to drink beer with her colleagues during a shift early in her career. She explained, “So, I took a drink. I said, "Okay." And then they all went and drank their beer. You were in, and I did it. So, I broke the rules. I did it… It's a huge risk to take. One, you do it, endear yourself to the crew and be one of them Two, stand strong with don't break the rules, you have principles, you have this, and then be ostracized. So, there were countless, countless little tests like that if you will.”[footnoteRef:16] Both women chose to partake in behavior that endeared them to their male colleagues, even if it was not true to who they were or broke department rules.  [15:  Chief Brooke Hildreth, Chief Brooke Hildreth Oral History Interview.]  [16:  Connie Hall, Chief Connie Hall Oral History Interview.] 

However, that was the reality that many women faced in the 1970s-1990s. Their unique situations of being among the first women to enter a male dominated job, as well as their common isolation from each other on account of their small number and different schedules, meant that each woman did their best to navigate their workspace and their coworkers. Chief Hall offered her perspective on the different strategies women adopted in their jobs, saying, “And it’s a personal decision each one of us had to make, you know. We had to decide what path we were going to take with it and how we were going to move along with it…Certainly, we can all look back on our careers and think I should have this, I could have that, I should have been better here, I should have reacted this way. But it is what it is, and we just did the best we could. Make decisions we made. So, I don't fault the women who made a stand. I don't fault the ones who didn't do anything back then. I don't fault the ones who get along, I don't fault the ones who tried to create (a better department), I don't any of that. We all, we were like on little islands.”[footnoteRef:17] With each woman on their own little island, they all did the best they could to navigate their profession and workspace. Indeed, many women have gone on to have successful careers in the San Antonio Fire Department.  [17:  Connie Hall.] 

The final theme in the nine interviews explored the different ranks held by women in the San Antonio Fire Department. In the last 44 years, many women have promoted to important positions in the department. This project interviewed women of all ranks -from battalion chiefs to EMTs, to probationary firefighters-thus capturing a broad spectrum of job responsibilities. For example, probationary firefighter Stephanie Rico described her responsibilities as a newly minted firefighter in August 2021, ““When you come out, you're trying to really learn your job… So, eventually you catch on to it and you learn, but you ask as many questions as you can, you watch everybody around you. You're gonna be the one doing a lot of the work because you really need to learn what you're doing, what you're supposed to be doing, and what the correct way is.”[footnoteRef:18] On the other end of the spectrum, this project interviewed two battalion chiefs. Chief Brooke Hildreth described that her job was to oversee an entire district, coordinating its staffing, visiting its fire stations, offering emotional support for district firefighters during disciplinary hearings, and coordinating with the chief’s office downtown.[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  Stephanie Rico, Stephanie Rico Zoom Oral History Interview.]  [19:  Chief Brooke Hildreth, Chief Brooke Hildreth Oral History.] 

From probationary firefighters to battalion chiefs, the diverse ranks and responsibilities women have held in the San Antonio Fire Department speak to their success in carving a place for themselves in a profession traditionally done by men. They also speak to the fact that women’s history within the organization is still being written. Indeed, while women have made important progress in the last 44 years, many milestones have yet to be reached. For example, no woman has attained the rank of deputy chief or served as San Antonio Fire Chief. What the future will bring for women working in the fire service today remains to be seen, but there are many women who are anxious to leave their mark on the San Antonio Fire Service in the decades to come. 



Best Practices:
The Women in the SAFD Oral History and Exhibit Outline Project was a multidisciplinary undertaking. It’s initially ambitious scope required that I study and implement best practices as both an oral historian and as an exhibit designer. As an oral historian, I’ve crafted carefully researched questions, met narrators prior to conducting interviews to discuss questions and/or topics, informed them of the project’s goals and their rights as project participants, and managed the appropriate forms for the interviews, transcripts, and audio files. As an exhibit designer, with the more limited scope of my project, I focused on creating a big idea for a potential exhibit and developing exhibit text of the appropriate length and reading level for a general museum audience. 
To prepare for the oral history interviews I delved into various sources to develop my oral history questions. According to the Oral History Association best practices in the pre-interview phase, interviewers, “should conduct background research on the person, topic, and larger context in both primary and secondary sources.”[footnoteRef:20] Before I started scheduling interviews, I consulted a variety of sources including the book, On the Line: Women Firefighters Tell Their Stories as well as several different handbooks/guides prepared by women firefighters as references for developing my questions. These materials helped me better understand women firefighters’ issues and professional lives, and thus, helped me prepare relevant questions that touched on issues such as uniforms and gear, fire department and fire station culture, career and personal obstacles, and memorable runs or calls. In developing my questions, I took the added step of submitting them to my project partner, Captain Georgia Rakowitz, for feedback. I deemed this step necessary because I wished to involve women fire service personnel in developing my questions to ensure that they were both pertinent to the subject matter and respectful of the narrators. After Captain Rakowitz approved the questions, she and I began scheduling pre-interview Zoom meetings with the project’s ten narrators.  [20:  “Principles and Best Practices,” Oral History Association (blog), accessed February 26, 2023, https://www.oralhistory.org/about/principles-and-practices-revised-2009/.] 

I wanted to arrange pre-interview meetings with all ten narrators because I wanted to build rapport with the firefighters by introducing myself and the project and its objectives and to give firefighters a chance to ask any questions or voice any concerns. I also wanted to give them an opportunity to preview the list of questions Captain Rakowitz and I prepared prior to our interview so that they could raise any concerns they had. Arranging pre-interview meetings is consistent with oral history best practices according to multiple sources. The Smithsonian’s “How to Do Oral History” webpage describes the importance of both rapport and arranging a pre-interview meeting, “Good rapport is established with the interviewee by approaching them properly, informing them of the purpose of the project, and advising them of their role and their rights. A pre-interview call or visit to get acquainted and discuss procedures is recommended.”[footnoteRef:21] In addition to a pre-interview meeting I also tried to give narrators as much agency as possible throughout each phase of the project, including during the interview and post-interview process. 	 [21:  “How to Do Oral History,” Smithsonian Institution Archives, May 7, 2020, https://siarchives.si.edu/history/how-do-oral-history.] 

Prior to conducting the interviews, I also created a Creative Commons License form which I shared with each narrator 1-2 days before our interview. I designed the form to fully inform narrators of the project’s objectives and to enumerate narrators’ rights as project participants. These rights included the right to withdraw from the project at any time without explanation; the right to review transcripts and request edits after the interview; the choice whether to donate copies of their interview materials to the San Antonio Fire Department Museum; and the choice to refuse to answer any questions asked during the interview. The latter choice is consistent with oral history best practices as described by the Oral History Association, “interviewers must respect the rights of interviewees to refuse to discuss certain subjects…”[footnoteRef:22] After the interviews concluded in November 2021, I continued to seek narrator involvement as I relistened to interviews and edited transcripts. [22:  “Principles and Best Practices.”] 

Because this project was initially undertaken with an exhibit component, I wanted to involve narrators in the transcript editing phase to an appropriate extent. I gave each of them a chance to review their transcript and request edits to it. I also told them that they could request redactions in their transcript. Any redactions would also not be featured in any public facing display, allowing narrators to have a say in which parts of their story they would like featured in public. To facilitate the editing and redaction process I created another form where narrators could ‘approve’ their transcripts and/or request edits or redactions they would like me to make. Finally, on March 3, 2023, after six months of making edits to transcripts and communicating back and forth with narrators, I donated the nine transcripts and audio files to the San Antonio Fire Department Museum. All nine interviews will be preserved at the institution, however, in accordance with my and the narrators’ wishes, they will not be made available to the public to protect the narrators’ privacy. I made this decision after consulting Captain Rakowitz and other narrators, many of whom expressed concern at the idea of their interviews being shared via online platforms such as YouTube or Facebook. However, they felt comfortable donating their materials to the museum for preservation only. Therefore, the SAFD Museum will serve as a home for the interviews but will not share them with their visitors or use them to create any public display. The interviews’ preservation in accordance with these expectations is consistent with the sixth principle of the oral history post-interview process, described as, “Institutions charged with the preservation and access of oral history interviews should honor the stipulations of prior agreements made with the interviewers or sponsoring institutions including restrictions on access and methods of distribution.”[footnoteRef:23] For the exhibit design component of my project, I focused on writing a big idea and drafting exhibit text of the appropriate length and reading level.  [23:  “Principles and Best Practices.”] 

The exhibit design process was limited by the narrower goals of my project over the last six months. However, I did implement best practices where I could, particularly when writing a big idea and when drafting sample text items. Writing a big idea is a crucial task when developing a museum exhibit. Serrell described that the big idea, “provides an unambiguous focus for the exhibit team throughout the exhibit development process by clearly stating in one noncompound sentence the scope and purpose of an exhibition.”[footnoteRef:24] With this in mind, I spent approximately two-three weeks developing a big idea for my exhibit. I went through approximately three different drafts of my big idea, all the while discussing it with my professor. Finally, I was able to write a big idea that captured the essence of my exhibit idea and which could serve as a guide for me in my exhibit design journey. My big idea statement is featured in my exhibit outline.  [24:  Beverly Serrell, Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive Approach, Second edition (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015), 7-9.] 

I also implemented best practices while drafting exhibit text samples. For example, I limited the number of words of each of my section introductions to 100 words or below and my broader exhibit overview to under 150 words. While 100 words for section introductions may be too long for some museum writers (Beverly Serrell recommends 75 words for section introductions[footnoteRef:25]), I felt that my labels still provided brief, digestible overviews of each section and its themes. Finally, I also tried to write to an accessible reading level balancing concerns such as complex vocabulary with concerns about word limit. I read through each of my introductions and removed or replaced words that might be too complex for audience members with a lower than 8th grade reading level. For example, I removed words such as “probationary” and replaced with “rookie” or “mindset” with “attitude.” While this type of editing may fall short of “core editing” tactics recommended by Serrell, it still helped me create more accessible exhibit text for a general museum audience.[footnoteRef:26] Through carefully monitoring my word count and reading accessibility, I have implemented best practices for writing exhibit text.  [25:  Beverly Serrell, Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive Approach, Second edition (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015), 43.]  [26:  Serrell, 92-96.] 



Artifacts: 
	This project produced over a dozen artifacts during the last 18 months. The artifacts below provide a history of the project from its earliest days in June 2021 to December 2022. The artifacts include various forms, oral history questions, oral histories, edited transcripts, selected quotes, and a detailed exhibit outline.



Oral History Questions:
	These oral history questions were developed in Spring 2021 after I delved into multiple sources related to women in the fire service. The questions were designed to explore certain themes such as change over time and duties and responsibilities of female firefighters. However, they also often uncovered other themes by revealing the different attitudes and strategies women used to navigate their workspaces and their male colleagues’ attitudes towards them. Also, this list of questions was approved by my partner, and project narrator, Captain Georgia Rakowitz prior to being shared with the other project narrators prior to scheduling interviews. Finally, I’ve included comments to indicate changes to phraseology and additional questions I added after the fact. 






Oral Histories: 
These two oral history interviews, conducted with Lieutenant Bodeil Wigen-Burke and Battalion Chief Brooke Hildreth, respectively, represent just two of the nine oral histories collected for this project. Bodeil or ‘Bo’ reflected on being one of the first two women to join the San Antonio Fire Department in 1979. She also discussed her penchant for optimism and her approach to her job during her first years in the department. Finally, she reflected on her most memorable runs as a firefighter and her decision to leave the department to be a stay-at-home mom for her young children. Meanwhile, Chief Hildreth discussed her own career describing her duties as a Battalion Chief, her fondest memories at Fire Station No. 9, her struggles to fit in with her male colleagues early in her career, and how being a firefighter has better allowed her to make a good living and be a single mom to her daughter. 







Oral History Transcripts: 
	The Women in the San Antonio Fire Service Oral History & Exhibit Outline Project produced nine transcripts based on narrators’ interviews. Beginning in Summer 2022, I edited the nine transcripts and sent them to the narrators for review. Each narrator was given the opportunity to review their transcripts and request edits and/or approve or disapprove their transcripts. I accepted requests for edits until March 3, 2023, after which date, I donated all interview materials, including transcripts, to the San Antonio Fire Department Museum for preservation. Finally, I have also left comments on many of the transcripts tracking certain common subjects and themes such as change over time to develop my exhibit outline.







Quote Excerpts: 
The nine oral histories explored several key themes: change over time, navigating a male dominated profession, and duties and responsibilities of a firefighter. The quotes, selected from the two interviews above, demonstrate how each narrator discussed these themes in their interviews.
“They were not, they were not prepared at all. They were kind of astounded to find out we needed smaller boots and smaller gloves yet, that was just during the training period. They sent us to...oh gosh, it's a famous bin store downtown where they fitted us with our boots and our gloves. And they had to go dig through their stock to find stuff that would fit us. We wore men's uniforms. Everything was designed for men.” Bodeil Wigen Burke
Bodeil discusses how unprepared the San Antonio Fire Department was when she began her training in 1979. The department made no provision to provide her, or Diana Chapa her fellow trainee, with properly fitting gear and uniforms. Her reflections reveal a department wholly unprepared to employ women firefighters. Bodeil’s interview also revealed that the department did not provide private facilities for women, except in rare cases of stations or buildings that doubled as both fire stations and public buildings.
“No. 6s upstairs dormitory at that time, was one big U shape. Nobody had a private room; the officers didn't have a private room. Everybody slept in the same room, and I slept right at the bottom of the U. So, everybody could see me, and I could see everybody. There were no locks on the bathroom doors and no doors on the bathroom stalls. So, it was very interesting restroom upstairs. Downstairs was one little, tiny restroom that I would use primarily.” Bodeil Wigen Burke
When Bodeil began working at No. 6s fire station, her sleeping and bathroom situation was complicated to say the least. She slept in the same room as her male counterparts and, while she had access to a small single restroom, she also had to make do with bathrooms which had no lock on the main door or doors on the stalls. Bodeil’s interview reveals the sometimes difficult circumstances women faced in the 1970s and 1980s. However, for Bodeil she was not too bothered by the department’s unpreparedness when she joined in 1979. As her next quotes reveal, she was so happy to be a part of “that world” that she was not interested in making a fuss about uniforms, gear, or private facilities. She was more interested in fitting into “that world” as it existed when she entered the department in the late 1970s. 
“So, it was just amusing, but at that time, I was so.... I don't know, thrilled or grateful, I'm not sure exactly what, to be part of that world, I wasn't really trying to change it to make it fit me I wanted to fit into that world. So, at that time, it was, it was okay, you know.” Bodeil Wigen Burke
In this quote, Bodeil reflects on the department’s unpreparedness when she entered the fire academy in 1979. It adds context to how she approached her new profession in her early years in the department as well. Because she was happy to be in that world, and “wasn’t really trying to change it to make it fit me I wanted to fit into that world,” she never made a fuss or advocated for female focused change, at least during her first years in the fire department. Bodeil’s optimism and her attitude helped propel her through a terrific career during which she attained the rank of lieutenant. 
“The duties and responsibilities of a lieutenant are basically to do what the captain wants you to do. Because a lieutenant is a junior officer…. So, as a lieutenant, your job is to file the reports. Make sure your crews, they do what they're supposed to do. That they've checked it off. They're able to operate all the equipment, that your vehicle's in good shape, that you've got enough gas, that your radio works, that everybody's dressed in the stuff they're supposed to be wearing for fires, that they've all got their hoods and their masks and their gloves and their boots and just all that good stuff that firemen usually don't have any problem remembering that stuff because it saves their lives. To make sure your station is, kept up and clean and got staple groceries.” Bodeil Wigen Burke
Bodeil’s description of her job duties provides insight into being a junior officer in the San Antonio Fire Department. She mostly worked under the direction of her captain if there was one. But she also handled paperwork, made sure her crew were prepared for their day, that vehicles and equipment worked properly, and she shopped for food items. 
“Okay. So, you know, we did get custom fit for the gear. They measured us, and we did get gear that (fit). So, my gear actually fit fairly well. The boots weren't too bad. The gloves never have done a good job at fitting.” Chief Brooke Hildreth 
Chief Hildreth’s comments regarding uniforms and gear reveal some progress made from 1979 to 1993. Chief Hildreth recalls struggling to find some properly fitting items such as gloves, but she did recall getting custom fit for fire gear in the 1990s. Like Bodeil, Chief Hildreth also recalled that the department did not make any alterations to the fire stations to provide women with private facilities. According to Chief Hildreth, it was not until she made chief in the late 2000s that she actually worked at a fire station with private facilities built for both men and women. 
“Now, they're all designed to be, but I want to say it hasn't been too terribly long. Maybe 10 years, 15 years, that they've really made a concerted effort to have separate facilities. When I was a paramedic, back in '94, probably around '96, maybe. Well, maybe it was 97-98, I was now at fire station No. 10, which was also built in 1914. It was a sister station to my first station, and they went in, and they gutted the whole thing. And that was the very first time that the city had ever specifically made the bathrooms complete. So, instead of making a boy's room and a girl's room, and the boy’s room, or the boy’s bath, the men's room like a big locker style where everybody went in and there was just like a big shower, and everybody took a shower together. This was the first time that they made a station that was designed with individual bathrooms, and each bathroom had a shower, a sink, and a toilet. So, you could go in, you could shut the door, and you were self-contained, and you didn't share with anyone at any time. And that was kind of nice. And the men at the station really liked it too because they don't want to share with each other either.” Chief Brooke Hildreth
Chief Hildreth’s quote reveal the slow process of change regarding separate facilities in the fire department. Women first entered the fire department in 1979, but it was not until the 1990s and 2000s that the fire department began building and/or renovating fire stations to create separate facilities. Today, each new fire station is built with both sexes in mind. 

“And early on, before I had figured out that no matter how much I was accepted as part of the crew, I'm never one of the men. You try really hard to fit in, and I may have tried too hard to fit in, to be one of the guys. And the foul language and the cussing and...the horsing around the station that we would do and the bantering that went back and forth. I mean, sometimes it could get pretty, pretty raunchy, but you wanted to be a part of that because then that made you part of the crew.” Chief Brooke Hildreth

Chief Hildreth reflects on how she altered her behavior early in her career to be “one of the guys.” She tried hard to fit in by farting, burping, cussing, and horsing around the fire station. While this behavior ceased gradually as she increased in rank, Chief Hildreth’s strategy reveals how she navigated her male dominated profession during the early portion of her career by opting to change her behavior to fit in with her male colleagues, and thus increase her chances of gaining their acceptance. Like Bodeil, Chief Hildreth also climbed the ladder in the fire department, achieving the rank of battalion chief in the late 2000s. 

“So, we do our staffing, that's the biggest thing… We make sure that they have any the equipment that they need. If that's going to be something that, they're running low on stuff, or a piece of equipment breaks, we can trade it out for them. So, we can keep them where they're supposed to be, and then we can bring them that paperwork… We have the fun things that we do as a chief is that we run the fires or the big traffic accidents. So, if those come in and we get on scene, we'll assume command after we figure out what's going on. And then we help put the firefighters where they need to be to put the fire out and make sure that we're covering all our bases there. Big traffic accidents, that's another thing that I'll respond to. We're kind of a little bit of a liaison between the Administrative Office downtown and the field. So, if something needs to come down, or if one of my firefighters needs to get disciplined, I'll pick them up, I'll take them to get disciplined, I try to go with them, so they don't always feel like they're by themselves. I'm kind of their moral support… Sometimes the personnel issues are hard to kind of deal with. And make sure people are happy and healthy, and if they're not, how do we work on that, to get them happy and healthy? So, they can do their job and be happy and be able to work. Cause sometimes it's tough at the fire stations. We see some stuff that other people shouldn't, that people don't see. We see some really horrible things sometimes and death and destruction and sometimes, over time that builds up, and that's a lot to deal with. So, if we have people who are having trouble trying to chat with them, see what's going on with them. Why aren't they feeling the love for the job like they were before?” Chief Brooke Hildreth
Chief Hildreth’s responsibilities are very broad. She handles staffing issues for her shift and the next shift as well. She also check’s on the stations in her district, making sure that her personnel are physically and mentally healthy and that each station has the equipment it needs to do their jobs effectively. She also supports her personnel in disciplinary matters and servers as a mediator between the stations and personnel in the field and the chief’s office. Finally, in what is perhaps her favorite part of the job, Chief Hildreth also oversees big car accidents and fire scenes, placing firefighters where they need to be to do their jobs effectively. 




Oral History Forms: 
	During the project, I created two google forms to better facilitate the pre-interview and post-interview process. The first form was created to reinform narrators of the project’s goals and their rights as project participants. Their rights included, among others, the right to withdraw from the project at any time and the right to refuse to answer any question posed. The first form also gave narrators the choice of whether to donate their interview materials to the San Antonio Fire Department Museum or not. The second form was created to facilitate the transcript editing process. Each narrator was given an opportunity to review an edited version of their transcript and to request edits through the second form. However, if narrators were satisfied with their transcript, they could use the form to approve their transcript. 
https://forms.gle/QXfLs2iMaXEoN6Dd9  (form one) 
https://forms.gle/B1WU2TAA34LCHeJ87 (form two) 



SAFD Museum Exhibit Outline: 
	The exhibit outline linked below represents the culmination of a semester of work analyzing the project’s oral histories for relevant information related to potential exhibit themes such as change over time, responsibilities of firefighters, and navigating a male dominated profession. Information gleaned from the nine interviews was used to craft the outline. However, the exhibit outline is not meant to represent a draft of an exhibit script. Indeed, the exhibit outline is too long to be considered an exhibit script at all. However, it is meant to give readers an idea of what themes and subthemes a potential exhibit would explore and what oral history material a hypothetical exhibit might include. 
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Oral History Questions 



1. What/Who made you want to be a firefighter?

(Can you tell me how you got into the fire department? What processes?

2. What do you remember of your training at the Fire Academy? 

3. In what ways was SAFD prepared (or unprepared) to employ women firefighters when you entered the fire department? (i.e. properly fitting uniforms, private lockers and bathrooms, hair regulations etc). In what ways could the SAFD have been better equipped for women firefighters? 

4. How would you describe the culture of the first fire station you worked at? 

Culture of the fire department as a whole?

5. How would you describe the attitudes of your fellow firefighters towards you when you first entered the department? How did those attitudes change throughout your career? 

6. How did your gender affect your colleagues’ treatment of you?

7. What types of obstacles have you (did you) face in your career? 

Not necessarily gender related obstacles too such as promotion

8. Which station was your favorite to work at and why? 

9. How did you enjoy station life? 

10. What duties and responsibilities are (were) expected of you as a firefighter (current rank or rank retired)? 

11. Can you walk me through a day in your life as a firefighter (busy or quiet)? 

12. What is your most memorable run/ call? 

13. What is the most challenging thing about being a firefighter? 

14. What is most rewarding about being in the fire service? 	Comment by Christopher Hohman: more inclusive of broad range of positions held by women in SAFD

15. How has being in the fire service changed you? 	Comment by Christopher Hohman: See above!

16. What has being in the fire service  taught you about life? 	Comment by Christopher Hohman: See above

17. What legacy do you feel you’ve left (or would like to leave) as a firefighter? 

18. What do you enjoy most about retired life or what are your hopes for your career in the department going forward? 

19. If you had advice for a woman considering a career in the fire service, what would that be? 	Comment by Christopher Hohman: See above
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Chief Brooke Hildreth Oral History Interview August 29, 2021

1:08:46

This interview was conducted as part of the Women in the San Antonio Fire Service Oral History and Exhibit Outline Project of 2021-2023. The original scope of the project included ten oral histories and a completed exhibit for the San Antonio Fire Department (SAFD) Museum in San Antonio, Texas. However, it’s scope was narrowed throughout 2022 to include nine interviews and a detailed exhibit outline. The interview below is one of the nine donated to the SAFD Museum on March 3rd, 2023. 

Interviewer:

Christopher Hohman



Narrator

Chief Brooke Hildreth



Christopher Hohman 00:02

Okay, so today is Sunday, August 29, 2021. It is currently 10:40 a.m. In the morning, I'm sitting down with Chief Hildreth of the San Antonio Fire Department to discuss with her career in the fire service for the intention of developing an exhibit for the San Antonio Fire Department Museum. And we are doing the interview at the interviewer's house because we've known each other for a long time, and it just worked out. Before we begin, Chief, can you tell me a little bit about yourself?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 00:35

Well, my name is Brooke Hildreth. I'm a San Antonio firefighter. I've been in the department 28 years. I am so excited. I'm very proud of you for getting this far and doing what you're doing in helping preserve our legacy. I love the fire department; it's been one of the best things that's ever happened to me. And I just, it's been very good for me. It fits my personality, and it fits my lifestyle. I like working outside. I like horses. I like animals. I like scuba diving, and I like anything outside. Do It Yourself stuff, I'd have a lot of do-it-yourself projects, and to which your dad has been very helpful. And I've learned a lot from your dad in learning how to care for my home and do projects at the house.



Christopher Hohman 01:19

And the fire department can you tell me who or what made you want to be a firefighter?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 01:24

It was funny because I was living in the country. My husband, who's now my ex-husband and we lived in the country, and we had a little girl. And we were kind of far from everybody, and I thought, “Well, I needed a really good first aid class to be able to take care of my family and my neighbors, if something happened to kind of stabilize things, and when we got into town, and then we could come to the hospital in town." So, I learned about this class, this basic EMT class, through the Health Science Center, which I was already an employee of the Health Science Center, and I decided that I wanted to take the class. So, I was still working full time, and then I was going to night school to get this class. Well, for part of the class, you had to ride out with San Antonio EMS. And my very first ride out I walked into the fire station, and it sounds kind of silly, but I just felt like that was where I was supposed to be. I had been working in the medical field. I'd been graduated from college a long time; I had done a lot of different stuff. But I just walked into the fire station, and I felt like this is where I was supposed to be. So, I finished the basic EMT class, went on to the intermediate class, got divorced, finished the paramedic class. It took me a year to do all of the paramedic completion while I was working full time. And then they weren't having any tests at the time to join the San Antonio Fire Department because the city was on a three-year hiring freeze. So, I kept in contact with my friends in the fire department, and I would call periodically to find out when the test was going to be, and then when they finally announced the test, I signed up to take the test. At the time, you had to sign up in person, this was way before you could do anything online, and we had to go and sign up. But they only had three days available to sign up, so we went and stayed 17 hours on the riverwalk, overnight, to put in our application for the next day. And then, we all came down and took the test together. I guess there were about 1,700 that year, (who) took the test, and I wanted it so bad that when I walked in this room of 1,700 other people, I said, "Well, I knew that class was going to be 44. So, I wonder who my other 43 classmates were going to be."



Christopher Hohman 02:05

And you talked about this a little bit already, but can you walk me through like the process of actually getting into the department.



Chief Brooke Hildreth 03:33

So, for us, it was you first had to put in your application, and at the time you had to do an in person. We stayed overnight on the Riverwalk, you put your application in, and then it wasn't very long later that we had the written exam. And so, everybody went to the convention center. There were about 1,700 people. You took the exam. When you walked out, you knew what your score was, and then you got a ranking of where you were. And then, if you were in the top ranking, then they called you in for the physical fitness part. Did you pass that, it was a modified Cooper's at the time. So, you had to do a run, sit ups, pushups, and there was something called the sit and reach to see your flexibility. And then if you pass that, then you went to the next step. And so, the steps were all along the way. There was a psychological with the departmental psychologist. So, there were all the steps along the way. Your background check, they went all the way back to high school. You know, were you a good student? Did you come to school when you were supposed to? That kind of stuff. Did you skip? Did you have a lot of speeding tickets? And for us, from start to finish, from the time we took the test until we actually got hired, it was only four months for us. It was actually very quick. And then we started in April of '93.



Christopher Hohman 04:45

And that was with the training?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 04:47

Yes, we had our six-month training academy, downtown at the old academy which was on South Zarzamora. So, we went down there Monday through Friday, five days a week, and then you got to go home at night. And we did all our training there, with the exception of going to basic EMT School, which was at the Health Science Center. And since I was already a paramedic, I still had to go to class every day, and so, I had to take some of the tests and stuff, but I kind of just tried to help my classmates who had never been exposed to the medical stuff because for some of the people, the medical stuff, there's so much information. So, I would help them, help with skills. Do that kind of stuff with them in class. Then, after the basic EMT, we came back, and then we graduated October 1, and then we hit the streets October 2.



Christopher Hohman 05:35

And that was October 2, 1993? 



Chief Brooke Hildreth 05:38

1993. 



Christopher Hohman 05:40

And we get back to the written exam. What kind of questions did they ask you on the written?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 05:45

When we took it, the exam was really straightforward. It was basic science, english, math. There were some basic physics questions on there. So, it wasn't like the test that they have today. It was just a basic knowledge test. Could you read and write the basic physics to see whether you had any mechanical aptitude?



Christopher Hohman 06:08

And so, you got into the department, October 2, 1993. In what ways was the department prepared to employ women firefighters?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 06:17

Well, there were women before me. I was number, I think I was number 28 or 29 to get in. So, we'd had women in the department for several years, and several of them had even made that first promotion. I didn't know many of the women at the time. And for some reason, at the time, it wasn't important for the other women to embrace the newer women. It was just kind of an unusual atmosphere. And so, I'll explain a little bit about that. As I got in the department, the department made no real accommodations to have the women in the department. We didn't have any bathroom facilities, locker facilities, whatever station you were at, you just made it work. And even the gear, you want to talk about that now or you want to wait a little bit on that?



Christopher Hohman 07:15

You can talk about the gear.



Chief Brooke Hildreth 07:16

Okay. So, you know, we did get custom fit for the gear. They measured us, and we did get gear that (fit). So, my gear actually fit fairly well. The boots weren't too bad. The gloves never have done a good job at fitting. But for the station itself, they never modified any of the stations. They never changed the stations. They never added women's facilities. The first station that I went to was built in 1914. So, it was a very old station that had been renovated in the past, but there was just one great big open dorm upstairs. The only one who had a room was the chief. And so, he actually had his room, but even the two officers didn't have rooms and their beds were separated by a desk between them. And then we had all the truck beds on one side and all the engine beds on the other, and there was a row lockers kind of in between that separated a little bit, but I could almost reach out and touch the two men I slept between, so. We had a bathroom upstairs that had been renovated from the 1914 version, but when you went in, there was urinals, sinks, and then there were two toilet stalls that had a door that would shut, and you could lock it. And then there were four shower stalls, that again, had the same thing. You had a door, you walked in, it was like a little bitty changing room, then you would step over the threshold into the shower, it had a shower curtain, but that outer door would shut and lock. And some of the stations didn't even have that, so at least I did have that. And then we did have a restroom that was downstairs in one of the storage rooms. That was pretty disgusting, so, what I ended up doing is I would either get up first thing in the morning before anybody else to try to get in and out of the bathroom, or I would go downstairs and use the bathroom downstairs to help avoid any conflict because I tried to make things easy on them. The only change they made for me at that particular fire station is most of the guys at the time slept in their tighty whities, and they went from tighty whities to boxer shorts. So, most of them would just sleep in their boxer shorts, and I didn't make it a big deal if I saw them in their underwear. I was always covered up. You know, we just kind of worked it out, it was just not a big deal. And there were a couple of times that I might be in the bathroom in the middle of the night, and I could hear somebody come in and use the urinal, and I would just simply wait until they were done, and then I would come out. I would let them come in, finish, leave, and then I would come out. So, trying not to embarrass them, trying not to embarrass me. And there were even a few times where we had made working fires where we were really really gross and disgusting and needed to take a shower. And my choices were I could either wait till they were all done, or, at this point we were getting along well, nobody made a problem of it. I didn't make a big deal. They didn't make a big deal. We showered together, but each of us was in our own stall. So, it's not like we were seeing each other, and the fun with that is, there was a lot of bantering going around, because we've made this fire where everybody's ramped up, we're having fun, we're joking we're carrying on, and I got to be a part of that. And since I didn't make a big deal about me being a girl and wanting any kind of accommodations, it just wasn't an issue there. It just, it just was fun.	Comment by Hohman, Christopher: Gear/Uniform	Comment by Hohman, Christopher: Facilities/Navigation



Christopher Hohman 10:27

And you so they basically, they weren't prepared, but you made the best of it?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 10:31

Exactly. And I just made it work. I had been in the department almost 20 years, before I got assigned to a station that had a women's restroom.	Comment by Hohman, Christopher: Facilities



Christopher Hohman 10:40

And do you have an idea of when all that stuff started to come along? The facilities for women at the fire stations?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 10:50

It's not been a really long time. There were a couple of stations that were built, I want to say in the 90s. No. Well, I guess it was even later after that. They had like a public restroom, and sometimes they made that…I'm trying to think. Now, they're all designed to be, but I want to say it hasn't been too terribly long. Maybe 10 years, 15 years, that they've really made a concerted effort to have separate facilities. When I was a paramedic, back in '94, probably around '96, maybe. Well, maybe it was 97-98, I was now at fire station No. 10, which was also built in 1914. It was a sister station to my first station, and they went in, and they gutted the whole thing. And that was the very first time that the city had ever specifically made the bathrooms complete. So, instead of making a boy's room and a girl's room, and the boy’s room, or the boy’s bath, the men's room like a big locker style where everybody went in and there was just like a big shower, and everybody took a shower together. This was the first time that they made a station that was designed with individual bathrooms, and each bathroom had a shower, a sink, and a toilet. So, you could go in, you could shut the door, and you were self-contained, and you didn't share with anyone at any time. And that was kind of nice. And the men at the station really liked it too because they don't want to share with each other either.	Comment by Hohman, Christopher [2]: Facilities



Christopher Hohman 12:26

Right, one of the things that I've read is that in the 1990s, they had to basically, the way they sold the kind of separate facilities was that it benefits everybody.



Chief Brooke Hildreth 12:35

Exactly. But even when I was a chief, my first three (or) four years at a chief, before we moved the chief to a different station, we only had one restroom. And so, the accommodation that they made is we had a placard on the door, that would slide in and out, and on it said bathroom and then I could turn it over and it would say ladies’ room, and then I could shut the door. The problem with that is when I was in there, nobody else could use the bathroom. They couldn't use the sinks, the showers, and we even had the washing machine in there. So, I actually felt a little bad about going in there and shutting the door because now the men couldn't use it. Now, there was another public restroom if they could at least have a toilet to use and a sink, but I would lock them out. So, I got in the habit of trying to go very, very quickly. And so, I lock the door, shower, dress and be walking out in 10 minutes. So, I worked really hard to try because I tried very hard to not make a big impact, so they wouldn't not like me. So, we would get along better.



Christopher Hohman 13:42

And you've talked about you started at No. 9s, right? 



Chief Brooke Hildreth 13:47

Yes. 



Christopher Hohman 13:47

And what was the culture of that station when you got there?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 13:51

So, when I got there, I came out with one of my classmates, we went there. It was a station because it was so completely open, it had not been renovated to make it a little bit nicer. The officers actually rotated through pretty quickly because they didn't want to stay because they didn't have their own room. That chief at the time was actually on his way out. So, we had a bunch of captains coming in to be him. And then every time an officer got made, the opening was there. So, we get these new officers and then a next promotion would come up, they would leave to go to a different station, we'd get another officer in. So, there was a lot of movement, a lot of people coming in and out, but we had so much fun. I mean, there was a lot of joking and kidding around. They would put the beds up on pool balls. So, then you'd go to lay in your bed, and it would just clunk onto the floor. Short sheeting the beds. My first Christmas there, I wanted to kind of make a big deal about Christmas, right? And it's a beautiful, beautiful old fire station. So, I had gone out and gotten a bunch of Christmas lights, and I came to the station, and I brought the Christmas lights, and they were like, “We're not putting Christmas lights up.” That's (Scrooge sounds). And I said, "Well that's okay, I'll do it myself." So, I started out there, not making a big deal, just putting the Christmas lights up. And by the time we finished, we actually had set the ladder up, so we could get the lights at the top of the station. We had so much fun. So, it was fun. We were a very busy house. We made a lot of runs. We made a lot of fire. And we just had fun. Everybody was just, they were younger and excited about being there, and we just, we had a lot of fun.



Christopher Hohman 15:27

And you talked a little bit about the culture of that first station. But if you could give me an idea of the culture of the fire department as a whole when you got it, what do you think?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 15:35

So, it was a little funny. And so, my first officer who was awesome, I have to say, I got so lucky when I went to this station because he treated me fairly. I gotta say that most of my officers have treated me fairly, fairly well. There's been a few that have not been nice at all. But I tried really hard to work really hard, and I think that worked well for me because they saw that I worked very, very hard. And I tried to do the best job I could. So, I was never a burden to the team, I guess. And when I first got there, he knew he was getting a girl. I hadn't met him before my first shift. I showed up, and I walked in, and he smiled and shook my hand, and I could see it in his eyes. He's like, "Man, I knew I was getting a girl, but could she at least be full size." You know, as I'm not a very tall lady. And so, most everybody gave me a pretty fair shake there. There was one guy I had trouble with. To my face, he would treat me very nicely, but I found out a couple of months later that he was talking bad to the other firefighters behind my back. And so, somebody finally told me, one of the firefighters from the other shift finally told me. "Hey, he's talking pretty bad about you." And what I would do is because I work so hard, I would start working. Well, then he would come in and start helping me. He wouldn't initiate the work, oiling tools, cleaning up the station, but then when he saw I was doing it, he would come and help me. And then he would say. "See, I have to do her job for her because she doesn't do it." So, it made me very angry because I worked very, very hard. So, I caught him in the bay one day by himself where nobody else could hear us, and I unleashed on him like nobody's business. I chewed him up one side and down the other. I used every profane word I could find. “You sorry SOB. I'm doing a good job, and if I wasn't, you could talk about me, but you couldn't, but you're not. I'm doing a good job. And so, you just shut up and quit talking about me.” Well, it made such an impact, not only did he never talk bad about me again, but I got a marriage proposal. I never dated him. I never went out with them. I did not marry him. But it was funny sometimes with these guys, you just have to show them who you are. And that, “Hey, buddy, I got the guts just as much as you do, and I work just as hard as you do.” Now, sometimes I'm limited in what I can lift, but it's all teamwork, and we work together. So, I got really lucky. Some of the girls have not been that lucky. And I say girls, women, because some of them are just such good hard workers like me. And then some of them, it’s almost like they're trying to prove a point. But I have always just worked really hard, done a good job. If I didn't understand something, "Can you show me this?" I was always right in the middle of everything. And so, I've always gotten along pretty well. And so, for me, the culture wasn't like some of the other women. I got along with the men, and I worked hard. And I knew that this was a gross, dirty job, and that we all just did it together. And so, I never really had some of the problems that some of the women did. I did have one officer who, there at No. 9s, who was really, really not a nice man. And he didn't believe women should be in the department. But, he didn't stay too long. But he made life really tough for me for a while, but I'm a little bit stubborn. So, I said I wasn't gonna be pushed out of what I felt like was my home because I was there first. And he eventually left, and then I promoted and went on. So.



Christopher Hohman 19:23

So, you faced it down, you're able to just, he left, and you carried on.



Chief Brooke Hildreth 19:28

I did. And in fact, I had called a meeting with our chief at the time to try to say, “These are the things that are happening to me. I want it to stop. I don't want to make a big deal about it, but he's being a jerk.” And I'm the one who called the meeting with the chief. We had the meeting. And this guy in the meeting said, "Oh, yeah, sure, sure we're going to be better." Well, then things actually got worse after that. So, I ended up going to essentially my deputy chief at the time, kind of off duty and off the record and said, "Hey, this is what's going on." Well, he already knew that it was going on, they were just sort of waiting to see what I would do about it. And he said, "You can file charges against him, or you can learn what to not do when you're an officer." So, that's how I ended up kind of dealing it with me because I felt like I wouldn't be pushed out of my own station. So, I stayed, and he ended up leaving. And that worked out great. And I felt like I got to stand my ground and the other firefighters saw that I was standing my ground. And the one thing that was really, really disappointing though, is that the guys would come up to me individually and say, "Man, I'm so sorry, what he's doing to you," but not one of them would stand up for me. When this guy left, everything went back to how it was before he got there, and life was great. But that was a little disappointing that they would stand up for me silently and to my face, but they wouldn't stand up for me publicly and tell him to stop doing what he was doing. But that's just how it is. As much as I can be part of the team, I'm never going to be one of the men because I'm a woman. And that took me a little while to learn, and once I learned that I'm okay with that. It's okay for me to be me, and to be a woman in this man's job. Because I have a lot to offer that they don't. So



Christopher Hohman 19:30

is there, you know, are there any particular qualities that you feel you offer that maybe men might lack that you bring to the job?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 21:34

Stereotypically, women tend to be a little more caring, a little more easy to approach, we're kind of nurtures, the carers, the nursers. And sometimes I think men have a little bit of a hard time with that. Now, there are some men that I know who are just as compassionate and caring as I am. But I think that's harder for them. If we made a run where there was a woman involved, or childbirth or “women problems,” then it was easy for me to step in and take care of that, where they were a little uncomfortable with that. So, that made it kind of nice for them. And we've had times even now, especially as a chief, I have people hug me all the time, because they're just so excited, they're having the worst day of their life, we go in, we help them. And they just need a little compassion, someone to touch their shoulder, to hold their hand, to give them a hug. And that's easy for me to do. And sometimes that's very hard for a man to do. And now, it may be even completely inappropriate with how society has become about touching other people. But sometimes, when you've lost a loved one right there in front of you, you know, to have somebody just put their arms around you can really make a difference. And so, just my girl qualities.



Christopher Hohman 23:00

And... how would you describe, you know, the attitudes of your fellow firefighters towards you when you first got in?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 23:11

When I first got in, I think it was very skeptical. So, one of the very mean tricks that somebody played on me, that I didn't know about until much later, was I was originally supposed to be stationed at a different station, and one of the wives of one of the firefighters ended up calling, her husband put her up to it. She called the officer who was supposed to be my officer, and pretended to be me, and was like, "Oh, I'm so excited to come over there. I'll do anything you want me to do." You know, it was really inappropriate. They thought it was funny. This poor man was terrified of me because he thought it was me for months and months and months. So, when he came over to be in charge at the station, when I was there, he was terrified because he was afraid, I was coming on to him because that's what the firefighters had done. And so, it was little stuff like that sometimes. I mean, in the old days, they were playing, they were having fun, but that was very hard because it wasn't me. Here I am getting along great with everybody, and now they're trying to make me somebody that I wasn't or say things about me and…oh, my goodness, the firefighters like to talk and so there's been  rumors about me that have gone on and oh, I don't know how many times I've been pregnant having everybody's baby. So, that was a big one there. But I think as time went on, when they saw how hard I worked, and how hard I tried to do the right thing, things got better and better. And then when I ended up promoting it even got better. I ended up being one of the instructors at the Health Science Center for 18 years. So, I helped train a good portion of our paramedics that were in the department for years and years and years. And so, they saw that all I was about was for them to do a good job, for me to do a good job, for the citizens to be happy, for us to be safe. And that helps build my credibility with them. And when I made officer, I realized that I was lacking in some of my officer skills. So, I got involved with an organization called the Women in Fire Service, and I started going to these conferences and trying to learn more and to do a better job because I didn't feel like I had that outlet in San Antonio. We didn't have a lot of training available to us. And these training sessions were with women. I mean, some men came to the conferences, but not many. And so, when I'm training with all of the women, all we're trying to do is make everybody better. If I make a mistake when I'm training in front of a man, in the San Antonio Fire Department, I make a mistake for all of the women. And that's a really hard thing to overcome. So, you never, one, you never answer questions, you never step up because you don't want to make a mistake, because then they're going to ridicule you, run you down pretty hard. Now, not only am I making it hard for me, I'm making it hard for everybody else. So, I went to these conferences, and I started going to every class I could take. I went all over the country going to take these classes, so I could get better. And then I met other women firefighters, who ended up being my big mentors, who were chiefs in other departments, and that was really, really helpful for me because I got really good at what I did. And they could not like me because I was a woman, but they respected me because I did a good job. So, that was really beneficial to me. And then the higher I got up, the more rank I got, they talked less and less. I guess, because I got better at my job, and they realized that I'm just here to do a job. I'm here to work hard and go home safe and make sure everybody on the crew is safe. And so, there's been some ups and downs, but it's been a blast. And I've really enjoyed coming through the ranks and showing them that we can do the job. And sometimes we can do the job better than the guys can do the job. Sometimes we want to do the job more than they want to do the job. You got some big old boys out here who can physically do it but are lazy and don't do it. You know, at least I'm trying.



Christopher Hohman 27:30

And so, did you ever feel that your gender affected the way your colleagues treated you?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 27:40

Sometimes. And early on, before I had figured out that no matter how much I was accepted as part of the crew, I'm never one of the men. You try really hard to fit in, and I may have tried too hard to fit in, to be one of the guys. And the foul language and the cussing and...the horsing around the station that we would do and the bantering that went back and forth. I mean, sometimes it could get pretty, pretty raunchy, but you wanted to be a part of that because then that made you part of the crew. And so, I participated in that a lot as a firefighter, but then as I went up to engineer and lieutenant, then I participated less and less because I realized that one, as much as I'm part of the crew, I'm never going to be one of the men. And that's okay. So, it was just kind of an interesting, to try to figure out how a woman could be in a man's job. I didn't have to be a man to do it. I could do it as a woman with my spin on it. And sometimes one of the things that was very hard, it wasn't the men that I worked with, because they realize, “Man, she's a hard worker.” I got along great. But sometimes the hardest thing was their wives and girlfriends because they were worried that we were staying overnight at the station, we're there 24 hours, we're making runs at all hours of the night. And when I figured out sometimes if I could just make friends with the wives that made it better for me because now, they realize I'm not chasing their husband or doing anything like that, and then things were better. And then, to get invited to…your mom and dad have invited me into their home, and your mom embraced me as one of the firefighters, not as a girl firefighter, just as one of the firefighters. And so, that's, all I ever wanted is just I'm your coworker. I'm your firefighter. I'm not your girl firefighter. I'm not your girlfriend. I'm not your wife. I'm not your mother. I'm just one of the other firefighters. So, that's how I kind of tried to eventually work on dealing with people. So, when I don't have to be down as raunchy as the guys and fart and burp and, well, the burping part maybe, I'm not very good there, at not doing that. But to try to get along. So, I had to take a different tactic, slowing down with not telling the bad jokes and to be me and be true to myself.	Comment by Hohman, Christopher: Navigation 



Christopher Hohman 30:27

And what type of what types of obstacles have you faced in your career? And they don't necessarily have to be gender related obstacles.



Chief Brooke Hildreth 30:36

Gear fitting has been one. And I had participated in a study a long time ago about our gear fitting and had tried to kind of move that forward a little bit. Kind of one of the legacies I wanted to do is to get better fitting gear, for the people who weren't the average height and weight. You know, some of the biggest obstacles were being an officer because we didn't have very many. We still haven't had very many officers, and going out and training at the other conferences, helped a lot. And having those women mentors that I could call and say, "Okay, this is what's going on, help me walk through this." And I was very, very fortunate when I first made lieutenant, that I had a battalion chief who was very, very supportive of me. And he helped me, he really pushed me into doing better, into standing up and speaking out and hitting the obstacles head on instead of just ignoring them. And then I ended up having people come to me to help them because I stood up for myself, and then people would come to me and say, "Hey, I'm having this problem. Can you help me with this?" And then I saw I had people from my own shifts coming asking for help, and then I had people from different shifts coming because if their officers wouldn't help them, maybe I could help them. I'm not a very tall person. So, physically, the physicality of it. You know, sometimes I can't lift as much, I can't do that, but the awesome part about the firefighting is, it’s always teamwork, it's teamwork together. And between two of us, we could get it done. Between three of us, man, we were rocking it off the park there. And I promoted pretty quickly. I figured that, as an obstacle, using my brain to help me get through some of the stuff. I also kind of decided I didn't want to be fighting fire when I was 60 years old either. So, I promoted to lieutenant or to captain, and then, I made chief. And the interesting thing about chief is I am the very first woman to ever make chief in the San Antonio Fire Department, and I've been a chief since 2008. So almost half of my career. And we've had a couple of other women make chief. One was appointed, and two tested up to battalion chief, and then we've had another appointment. But we've only had four chiefs, four women chiefs, and now two of those are retired. So, there's just two of us now, and I've only got about two and a half years, and then I'm going to be gone. So, trying to bring the other women up, that's been an obstacle is trying to get some of the other women to come up because they don't want to face the challenges that a couple of us have faced. That, "Oh, you can't do the job" or "you're not smart enough." "You're not big enough." But we are. And we've done a good job, and we've proven that. It's just sometimes hard to stand up and be ridiculed and have to try to prove yourself every day. And that doesn't happen to me anymore, but it did a lot coming up in my career that when I was in charge of a fire, everybody was listening. When one of my crews messed up, they were all over it because it's my crew. And so, I've really tried to instill in my people about let's do the best job ever, so when we come on scene, oh, man, they got it rocking on because they get in there and they get it done, and then we go home. And everybody's safe and happy, and the citizens are happy, and we make the San Antonio Fire Department look good.



Christopher Hohman 34:21

And so, um, which was your favorite station to work at and why?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 34:29

My favorite station? It's kind of funny cause No. 9s was one of my favorites. It was my very first station. We worked really hard. We made a lot of fires. We had fun, and that was like just the beginning. And at the firefighter rank, I think is almost one of the funnest ranks because you don't really have any responsibilities. The tone goes off, you get on the truck, the truck stops, you get off, you fix the problem, you get back on the truck, and you go home. You don't have to do any of the paperwork. You don't have to do any of the reports. And the higher you go, the more that you're responsible for. And so, 9s, we had a lot of camaraderie at 9s, we worked together quite a bit. 10s as a paramedic, I did have a lot of fun at 10s. We were so busy on the Medic Unit. I mean, I slept probably (during) the five and a half years I was there as a medic, we slept through the night, less than 10 times, in five and a half years. And there was just two of you. So, it's easier to get along when there's less personalities, and we had a station that was also very close together. I mean, I've always had fun everywhere I've been for different reasons. You know, when I made lieutenant, and I'm in charge of a crew for the first time, the first couple of months were very, very hard trying to figure out how to be the boss of some older, not very accepting men, and how to figure out how to be assertive, without being a bitch. Because my behaviors were those of a really good male officer, but because I was a woman, then I was just a bitch trying to enforce the rules. But that has gotten so much better. But I'd probably say the lower ranks were, probably No. 9s was just the funnest. I really enjoy being a chief now because I have a district of six fire stations, nine companies, and helping grow some of them, and being a part of that and making sure that we do a good job together. So, I've enjoyed that as well. But I think those first couple of years, were just so much fun, at No. 9s.



Christopher Hohman 36:55

And so, you kind of transitioned from being mentored to being a mentor...



Chief Brooke Hildreth 37:01

Yes.



Christopher Hohman 37:01

...in your new role.



Chief Brooke Hildreth 37:02

And I try. I try to help be a mentor and bring other firefighters, it doesn't have to be women, but other firefighters up. I had done a lot of recruiting events early on, and then kind of got away from it for a little bit, and then lately have gone back to some recruiting events, Hero Like Her, trying to get some of the younger generation to kind of think of the fire service as an option for them. Because a lot of people don't realize that you can have girl firefighters. And so, we want to make that available to them because it is a fun job. You know, for people who don't just want to sit in an office, because every day is different. Could be hot, it could be cold, it could be wet, it could be dry, could be sad, could be fun, but there's always something. And just that adventurous, not knowing what's coming the next day, and let them know. So, I very much enjoy doing the recruiting events trying to get the women to be a part of it.



Christopher Hohman 38:01

And overall, you know, did you enjoy station life?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 38:04

Yes. Most of the time. Cause it's just, it's fun. We laugh. We joke. We cook a lot. We bake. There's always something going on. We play paddle ball. There's always some game to play. Pollyanna. Which I don't play a lot of Pollyanna because I do get mad, but. The station life is just a lot of fun. There's always something going on. There's always people to talk to, you know.



Christopher Hohman 38:33

And Pollyanna. Can you describe what that game implies?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 38:36

So, Pollyanna. Pollyanna is a board game. And you have your little pieces that you move around from your base, and you move them around and you take them home. Well, there's times when you have an opportunity to maybe kill another person and send them back home, so they have to start back over again. And those can get pretty heated, and people get kind of mad, they get angry, they throw the dice, they flip the board over, because sometimes the dice gods are just not good to you. So, it's a lot like the game Parcheesi as well. So, it's basically a kid’s game that we've turned into something fun. When I was at my very first station, we used to play Scrabble all the time. So, sometimes there's dice, there's Scrabble. I know when the Texas Hold'em got big, that was another thing that we do around the station sometimes. And then, there was also Paddle Ball which is kind of a combination of racket ball and tennis. It's on a smaller court with a racket, and you get out there with a tennis ball but it's a wooden racket. And, to get physical exercise, we'd play paddle ball and (do) that team building. It's team building, and it's fun. And even at the station I'm at now, they cook all the…I don't help cook much anymore, but they cook together, and they're just building that teamwork. We clean up together, just everything is done as a team. And it's fun. It's fun to be a part of that.



Christopher Hohman 40:07

And we kind of talked about some of the things you did at the station, games and cooking and whatnot. But could you walk me through a day in the life of your life as a firefighter.



Chief Brooke Hildreth 40:17

So, now things are different as a chief. We get to work, the very first thing that we do is we look at our staffing and we see how things are looking for today. Did somebody call in sick? Did somebody trade time? And I always go through my roster, the first thing every morning to see who's going to be there. I know my officers' strengths and weaknesses. So, I look to see who's there. Do I have somebody working overtime that I don't know who they are? And I see what we have going that day. Then we project our staffing for the next shift, and actually now we're doing two shifts. We project our staffing. And then what we do is we get out and about, I have a driver, my ICT, an Incident Command Technician. And we go out and we go to every one of our stations. And we didn't always go to every station every day or every shift, but we used to go at least every other shift. And we would go because you may sit down, we have a cup of coffee. I typically will have whatever snack they have there. I do like the snacks, and they know, and that they always have something for me to eat when I come. Chips and salsa and tacos. So, we'll just sit and chat and see what's going on. And they have enough confidence in me, and that was built over time, about what they could say to me and what they couldn't say to me or what they wanted to say to me. Do we want me to take this forward? How are they feeling? Just kind of what was going on, or "Hey, “this one guy, he's having a little trouble. We're trying to deal with it right now, but we want to keep an eye on him." You know, getting them help. When they need help, getting them hooked up with a psychologist. But if you never talk to your people, you never know what's going on. So, we would go out quite a bit. And then after we lost our firefighter in the line of duty death, we started going every shift to check and that we were doing a lot of training. And then with COVID, that's been another thing that has challenged things. So, we go to every station every shift. We bring equipment, anytime anything breaks, anything that we have extra that we can do with them, we will take care of their needs for the day, and help them work, work out whatever they need to work out. But it's never the chief drives up and they're like, “Ughhh. So, we usually have a lot of fun. We sit down. We chat. So, it takes us several hours to go to all the stations. Sometimes we have to drive downtown, drop offs, drop stuff off at the shift commander's office and... can just kind of take care of what they need, and if we make runs, we'll make runs. So, sometimes the days are pretty busy. For a while there, we would leave the station at about 10 o'clock in the morning, we wouldn't get back until four in the afternoon. I've been very fortunate that the station where we’re at, we have a supper club, so they cook, we eat and then we have a little bit of staffing issues that we have to take care of in the evening to make sure that everything's correct for the next day. And then we would kind of get ready for the evening. Quiet things down, slow things down. We used to, a couple of times at different stations, we would sit down and frequently watch movies in the evening. You know, we'd get popcorn and we'd get our blankets and we'd sit in the day room, and we would watch a movie together. That doesn't happen much where we are now but. So, it's funny how it ebbs and flows. Some stations are different and you're closer. Some stations not so much. And I guess the other station, when we talked about it, when you were asking me about the fun stations as I think about it. One of my other fun stations was when I first made chief when we went to fire station 17 because that one was a very much, we joked and laughed and carried on and ate together and watched movies all the time and made popcorn. Everybody was about the same age with kids, so it was a very wholesome setting. So, some different stations just have different vibes. Depends on who they are. But 17s was also a lot of fun.



Christopher Hohman 44:33

And you've already kind of talked about some of the things you do on a daily basis, from checking up with all the stations, to kind of taking care of staff and personnel for the day or for the next day. But what are some of the duties and responsibilities of a District Chief?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 44:48

We take care of our staffing. Everybody...you have all the people that are assigned to you, and we ride four firefighters per apparatus and sometimes, you have more than that assigned. So, you have to move people around. It's a little bit like a puzzle to try to see where everybody's going to fit for the day. And I try to get all my stuff done and fix my district, so I know who's working in my district. If we have overages, then we would find out where the overages are, and I'll call those firefighters who it's time for them to go detail to another station, see where they wanted to go. And so, we take care of that. Ask me one more time. what was the question?



Christopher Hohman 45:35

Oh, what are some of the duties and responsibilities of a District Chief.



Chief Brooke Hildreth 45:40

So, we do our staffing, that's the biggest thing. And the other thing is that when we have people who are, it's called upgrading to a higher rank. So, a firefighter gets to actually drive the apparatus or the regular driver gets to be in charge, they get the high class, they get extra money for that. So, we have to make sure that that gets put in the payroll system properly, so they get paid for that. If they're going to be on vacation. If they say, "Well, I'm supposed to be off, I've got to go to my EMT class to get my recertification." We don't schedule that, but we make sure that those are the things that are set to go. We make sure that they have any the equipment that they need. If that's going to be something that, they're running low on stuff, or a piece of equipment breaks, we can trade it out for them. So, we can keep them where they're supposed to be, and then we can bring them that paperwork. One of my firefighters, his daughter had cancer. And so, instead of making him come in, we took all the paperwork that he needed, we took it to him, let him fill it out, and then we took it and turned it in to the payroll office and the personnel office to make sure that it got taken care of. We have the fun things that we do as a chief is that we run the fires or the big traffic accidents. So, if those come in and we get on scene, we'll assume command after we figure out what's going on. And then we help put the firefighters where they need to be to put the fire out and make sure that we're covering all our bases there. Big traffic accidents, that's another thing that I'll respond to. We're kind of a little bit of a liaison between the Administrative Office downtown and the field. So, if something needs to come down, or if one of my firefighters needs to get disciplined, I'll pick them up, I'll take them to get disciplined, I try to go with them, so they don't always feel like they're by themselves. I'm kind of their moral support. And if there's personnel issues, I have to take care of those. And of course, those are harder issues to take care of than just the firefighting stuff cause that's easy. I know how to do that stuff. Sometimes the personnel issues are hard to kind of deal with. And make sure people are happy and healthy, and if they're not, how do we work on that, to get them happy and healthy? So, they can do their job and be happy and be able to work. Cause sometimes it's tough at the fire stations. We see some stuff that other people shouldn't, that people don't see. We see some really horrible things sometimes and death and destruction and sometimes, over time that builds up, and that's a lot to deal with. So, if we have people who are having trouble trying to chat with them, see what's going on with them. Why aren't they feeling the love for the job like they were before? And we do now we're very, very fortunate to have an awesome psychologist who's on the payroll that we can get people to her to help them work through their issues. Because sometimes it's tough. This stuff is tough, we got some serious stuff we see that can really wear on you.



Christopher Hohman 49:00

That's one thing I think I've talked about with a couple of people. This learning to put aside, you know, all that stuff. You know for, you know, you're on 24 hours and you're off 48 Learning to kind of have to live your life without thinking about all that all the time.



Chief Brooke Hildreth 49:11

And sometimes that is very hard because you can't just turn the switch on and off. And especially if you make something that reminds you of something that's personal to you. That they're the age of your children or your mom and dad. And sometimes that's hard because then you just start thinking, "Well what if it was my son or my daughter or my granddaughter or my grandson, or my parents?" And so, sometimes that's really hard and, for some reason, it seems like you go through times where you have like a lot of bad things that happen in a row. Like they say that it always comes in threes. You know, you make stuff that's pretty tough, and sooner or later, you have to talk to somebody. And we do that a lot around the station and that's where part of the fun, and I don't mean fun, but sometimes we laugh and joke and make light of some things that are pretty horrible. But we see such horrible things that if we can't joke about it and help get rid of it, then it just builds up over time. And that's how we deal with some of the stress is making fun, and we're not making fun of the incident, we're really not, but we're just figuring out how to deal with it, so we don't get so traumatized by it, that we can't deal either. Because we're the ones that are supposed to be helping.



Christopher Hohman 50:28

So, it’s almost like a coping mechanism. 



Chief Brooke Hildreth 50:29

It is a coping mechanism. Absolutely.



Christopher Hohman 50:33

And so, um, we talked a little about sometimes you don't see things that other people see. You see difficult situations, but what is your most memorable run or call?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 50:56

So, it comes up every time and it's one of those that the men just hated. So, we made a call for an elderly gentleman, he had had a stroke, and so he didn't speak anymore. But he was physically very well, but we got a call for an other. This is when I was in EMS. And sometimes an other could be, who knows what it could be, right? Because it doesn't fall into any of the other categories. So, we get there, and it's a small private nursing facility in someone's home. And we walk to the front door, and there's somebody to meet us there. And we say, "Hey, okay, what are we here for?" And they say, "Well, he's stuck." "What?" And they're looking around kind of nervous. "He's stuck." "What?" And then they just keep pointing, go back there. And so, we go back into the bedroom, and there's an elderly gentleman sitting on a stool that's actually in the tub. And there's some cushions so he can sit in there and they can wash him, bathe him. And then there's two cushions where he sits when he's in the tub, and then there's a little piece that's extended on the side where he can get in and out. So, when he's initially getting in, he sits on this little thing, they slide him into the tub where he's still on the bench. Then when they finish washing him, they slide him on this other little piece so he can get out. So, he's sitting on a little bench, and he has his shoes and his socks, and his pants and his underwear down all everything's at his feet. And then the next step would be to stand him up, pull up his underwear, pull up his pants, and then his socks and shoes are already on. And he looks distressed, but he doesn't appear to be having a heart attack or anything like that. And so, we asked the attendant, "What is going on?" And he's like, "He's stuck." So, now he starts pointing underneath. So, now I go in and I look, I actually get in the tub to look underneath. Well, what has happened is this man's testicles have gone through the cushions, and they're stuck in the cushions still in the tub, and he's over here. So, he's pretty far away. He's an old man, they're stretchy. So, the first thing we do is we take off his shoes, we take off his pants, we take off his underwear, and we put him back in the tub. So, now at least he's close to his parts there. And you can see just the relief on his face because what had happened was, they had gone through between the cushions. And now nobody knew that and then they had pulled him over. Well, now he's stretched pretty far, and he's trying to tell them that something is wrong, but he can't speak. So, at least we put him back in the tub. He's good, and he can stand. So, then one of the medics got into the tub with him, and we stood him up slowly, and then we just pushed from underneath. And then we got everything out. And you can just see the relief of this guy like, "Haaa, Thank You!"  And you just felt so bad for this old man because he just couldn't talk. And how many times do you make that? That's just not something you're gonna make. Well, I'll be darned. So of course, we talked about that quite a bit with the other crews just because it's just something that I had never seen. They had never seen. We laughed a lot about it. We felt so bad for this old man. And I'll be darned if not a week later, the same ambulance, but a different shift makes almost the same thing. And we're like you can't believe this. But this poor guy, he was a younger guy, like in his 20s, and he was a fairly large man. And the white chairs, the plastic chairs that you put out on your front porch? 



Christopher Hohman 54:41

Right 



Chief Brooke Hildreth 54:42

And they've got like the slots in them so the rain will drip through right, so it won't get wet. Well, apparently, he sat on the chair. He was so big, and he was not wearing any clothes when he sat on the chair. The chair spreads out, they slipped through, and when he tried to stand up, he was also trapped When they got there, because he was a younger guy, what they ended up doing is, he was in a chair, they laid him down on his back. And so, now he's laying on his back with his legs up in the air and the bottom of the chair that thing's coming through. And they just sawed through the plastic chair, and we're able to pull him out. So, we made some silly stuff. It's just like, "How did you do that?" So, we do make some fun stuff that are just, you know. I have delivered a baby. So that was kind of fun, too. And your kids don't get to see what you do very often because they don't come to work with you. They don't make the runs; we're not allowed to do that. And typically, you don't work where you live. One of the coolest things for me is I was still, I guess I was a captain at the time, and we had gotten called to a little commercial district over there, where there was a little grocery store in the strip center, and a lady had gone into cardiac arrest in her car. And so, we were able to get her out, and we were doing CPR, right there in the parking lot. And we got her back, and she lived. And it was one of those things because I happen to look up, my daughter and my niece were shopping in that same thing and came over and watched us do that. And how cool is that, that they got to see what we did, and it was a great outcome because that doesn't happen very often. That made me really proud that she got to (see that), It was just such a surprise. You know,



Christopher Hohman 56:44

She got to see you in action.



Chief Brooke Hildreth 56:45

 She did. 



Christopher Hohman 56:46

And so, what would you say is the most challenging thing about being a firefighter?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 56:54

I guess day to day overall, the challenging thing is that over time we do see some horrible things. And over a 28-year career, there's a lot of bad stuff that has happened. And sometimes that burden, it's a lot. And to be able to deal with that. Sometimes that's just been a little hard, but we don't typically cause the problem. You know, I guess that's how I look at it. So, we don't cause the problem, but we try to fix it. And sometimes we can, and sometimes we can't, but we do everything we do to have a good outcome. And so, I think that's probably the hardest thing because, overall, we're just people who want to help other people. You know, when they can't help for whatever reason, and we've done silly things like get cats out of trees that'd be like 60 or 70 feet up in the tree. You're like, how on earth did you get that? So, we've rescued animals and people and saved lives and delivered babies. And so, we have a lot of really good things, even when they lose their homes, we're able to get some of their things out. So, for me, I guess if that's…we do have a lot of negative stuff, but there's a lot of positive stuff that goes with it too. And when you can help somebody or make their day a little bit better. So.



Christopher Hohman 58:29

So, you know, the challenging thing is kind of mitigated or helped by the rewarding thing?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 58:36

For me it is, yeah. And I would hope that it would be for other people too. And now, you know when I came in, there was no help really. You know, if you saw bad stuff, if you were dealing with bad stuff, there used to be that very big stigma of well you just tough it out because you just get a thicker skin which unfortunately for like for my daughter, I think that was probably a bad thing because we see so (much) stuff when she would be hurt, I'm like, "Ah, that ain't nothing.”



Christopher Hohman 59:03

Yeah.



Chief Brooke Hildreth 59:03

 So, she didn't get as much compassion as maybe she should have gotten. But yeah, sometimes that does help make it better. Because we do have some really nice things that happened over a long career and yeah.



Christopher Hohman 59:25

And how has being, you know, a firefighter or being in the fire service, how has it changed you?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 59:31

I've learned a lot about people and human behavior, good and bad. I... probably one of the bad things is I'm a little less compassionate cause it really has to be a pretty good injury for me to say like, "Now that, that's really an injury." When you see some people who a lot of why they're hurting, sometimes it's hard to be compassionate when they have a medical condition, and they don't take care of that medical condition, for whatever reason, and then they want you to help them. Well, how can you want me to help you when you don't even help yourself? And I know that that's not a real human thing to do. So, that gets a little old sometimes when you make that time after time, after time. But the good thing is, I have seen how people can pull together and help one another and be so caring and so kind, and how neighbors will come and help other neighbors. You know, we're here, what can we do to help you, because overall, people are really good. And to see people in a situation where they're ready to help even on scene, they're ready to help us do whatever we need, (whatever) we need. People jump in, and they want to be good, they want to help, they want to do the right thing. And you get to see that a lot with work, and, and I think that's really neat, too.



Christopher Hohman 1:01:04

And what has being a firefighter being in the fire service, taught to you about life?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 1:01:10

Tomorrow's not guaranteed. Enjoy today. Don't, keep putting off stuff. And you have one life, make it count, make it worthwhile. Make yourself happy. Make your family happy. Make the people around you happy because tomorrow's not guaranteed. And I've got to say the fire service, for me, the San Antonio Fire Department has been one of the best things that ever happened to me, and I was able to raise my daughter and buy a home and have vehicles, and it's a great job to be able to do the things I want to do and take care of her and provide for her. So, it's been good. Even with some of the tough stuff, it's still, because every day is different, you never know what you're gonna get. 



Christopher Hohman 1:01:59

It's like a box of chocolates, 



Chief Brooke Hildreth 1:02:00

It is like a box of chocolates.



Christopher Hohman 1:02:03

And if you, you know, three or four or five years from now, when you're retired, what would you like your legacy to be?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 1:02:11

To show people that women especially we can do the job, even a smaller woman like myself. That we can excel in the fire service, and we bring a different dimension to the fire service. Because we have a different…everybody has different ways to do things, and two heads are better than one. Well, when you start getting in more diversity, then you have other ideas that can make things work better. And so, I'm hoping that my legacy will be that she made things a little bit better, things a little more fair, that everybody has an opportunity to do what it is they want to do with this job. Because we have a lot of opportunities in the job. And to make it attainable for other women. Because I mean, even for men who were married and or for men who are single and have children. For single parents, this is an opportunity to be able to do well, to have enough on both sides to help provide for your kids. And it's a fun job. And it allows a lot. It allows you to grow and see and learn a lot about different things about the world and people and to make it, and not open to everybody because that's not, this job requires kind of a certain type of an individual. There's a lot of people who can physically do the job, but like I said, we see some terrible stuff. So, you have to be able to deal with that, and not get rid of it, but learn to live with some of the stuff that we that we see. And not everybody can do that. And to have to get up in the middle of the night. You know, there are some people who have a hard time waking up because sometimes we'll go out three, four times after midnight, five times after midnight. In EMS it was more than that, we didn't get any sleep at all. You have to be able to have that inner strength and that resilience to just keep on going because you have to provide, the next patient, you have to be able to do what's right for them as well. And so, some people just aren't built like that. You know, I'm very outgoing, like to deal with people, like to help, and I think you see that predominantly in the fire service. But there are some people who maybe this isn't the job for them if they can't deal with some of this high stress, high paced stuff because we have some super high stress, high pace, very fast pace (stuff), but then we have some downtime. But we can go from nothing, asleep in your bed, to going down the road at 60 miles an hour in about two minutes. So, you have to be able to make that transition, and sometimes not everybody's built for that.



Christopher Hohman 1:05:11

And so now that you're, you know, getting closer to retiring, what are you looking forward to about life after the fire service?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 1:05:23

Traveling, I'm looking to spend more time with my grandkids. So, right now, unless I'm on vacation, my grandkids can usually only stay two days at a time. And they're like, "But we want to come and stay four days at a time." So, I'm looking forward to having more time with my grandkids and my daughter, and my son in law. And things around the house. You know, there's a lot of projects that are always going around the house. That's a never-ending deal there. And I don't know whether I'll do anything with the fire service at all. I used to go and teach at the conferences. I used to do that quite a bit. COVID has kind of changed the face of that a little bit. And so, that's not been 



Christopher Hohman 1:06:05

It's virtual now. 



Chief Brooke Hildreth 1:06:06

It's all virtual. And that's good, but it's not the same as being right there and in the middle of it and getting people excited, and them getting me excited about the job again. So, I wouldn't rule that out, going back to teaching at the conferences because I always enjoyed that. But I'm not going to go and be a fire chief somewhere or (to) work in another department, I feel like, at 30 years, when I get to that point, I'm ready to just be able to go and have fun and do what I want to do when I want to do it and don't have to worry about, “Aww I gotta go back to work.” I only have this short period of time to get done what I need to get done. I'm looking forward to just having an unlimited time to work on my projects and travel and do things with my grandkids.



Christopher Hohman 1:06:13

And if you had advice for a woman considering a career in the fire service, what would that be?



Chief Brooke Hildreth 1:07:07

Work hard. If you don't feel like you're getting the training that you need, get your training outside, kind of like I did, find other people who can help with (that). And one of the bigger things I think, is finding other women in the department and work together. We didn't have a lot of that so much when I came in, and now I see the women working together more and supporting one another more. And I think that that's really, really important. So, find those women, and have your core group of people that you can help get through the hard times, and help push you, and help you do better, help you study for promotion, whatever that is. And don't take things so personally. But that's kind of an advice I would give to anybody these days because everybody's so sensitive about words. Sticks and stones really. Don't let some of this stuff trip you up when some of it's really important, but some of this other stuff is really not important. And work hard and do a good job. And the flexibility of this job is amazing. To have the time off to do what we (want), it's just it's such an awesome experience. And it's such an awesome job and it affords so much, so don't let some of the little stuff to get to you.



Christopher Hohman 1:08:39

And that is our final question. 



Chief Brooke Hildreth 1:08:44

Cool.



Note: This transcript has been edited in places to make it flow more smoothly for any potential readers. Thus, it does not match the audio file from which it originated exactly. However, the transcript remains true to the conversation it originated from and represents, honestly, the narrator’s views and reflections expressed in said interview. Additionally, each narrator had the opportunity to review their transcript to ensure that it accurately reflects their statements and views. Final versions of the transcript are approved by each of the narrators. 
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This interview was conducted as part of the Women in the San Antonio Fire Service Oral History and Exhibit Outline Project of 2021-2023. The original scope of the project included ten oral histories and a completed exhibit for the San Antonio Fire Department (SAFD) Museum in San Antonio, Texas. However, it’s scope was narrowed throughout 2022 to include nine interviews and a detailed exhibit outline. The interview below is one of the nine donated to the SAFD Museum on March 3rd, 2023. 

Interviewer: 

Christopher Hohman



Narrator

Bodeil Wigen Burke



Christopher Hohman 00:01

Okay, so today is August 5, 2021. It is currently 5:58 p.m., and I am here with Bodeil Wigen



Bodeil Wigen Burke 00:13

Bodeil  



Christopher Hohman 00:13

Bodeil Wigen, sorry...



Bodeil Wigen Burke 00:15

It's alright.



Christopher Hohman 00:15

 ...to discuss her career in the fire service. 



Bodeil Wigen Burke 00:19

Right.



Christopher Hohman 00:20

Before we begin, can you tell me a little bit about yourself Bodeil?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 00:23

Well starting, I was born and raised in Montana. I am the daughter of a farmer. So, I lived in rural communities until middle school where I moved to a larger city, but still worked on the farm. I have three brothers, and I was expected to kind of do the things that they did. Driving trucks, heavy trucks, grain trucks, using the tractor, getting hay bales, feeding animals. We're all sort of expected to do the same thing, which built my confidence in my strength and my abilities. And (I) came to Texas as a freshman in college at Texas Lutheran College, went back and forth between there and Montana a couple of times. And then I married and stayed in San Antonio permanently since the age of 21 and joined the fire department when I was 23.



Christopher Hohman 01:23

Right. So, who are what made you want to be a firefighter?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 01:27

Various people, but primarily, my first husband was a firefighter. And he had a great work schedule for one thing. And the other was that I was working a part time job with the Northeast School District in the transportation department, as an aide to special education children on school buses, to assist the driver with things that went on the bus. And because bus driving is kind of a part time job that a lot of firefighters at that time participated in, I met a lot of firefighters, and of course, because my husband was there as well. So, I talked to them a lot, and that time was 1979, 78-79. And they expressed to me that no women had passed the fire department's exams and become women firefighters. And I just sort of had a idea that I could probably pass their tests. And I started off as sort of a, "I'll show you that it can be done," kind of attitude. And then about this short of probably the psychological interview, I realized that there's no reason I shouldn't pursue this as a career and thought, "This is something I could really do, so, I won't just pass your tests, I'll take the job." So, that was kind of an exciting time because at first, I was just doing it to prove something to them, and then I wanted to prove something to myself, that I could do it.	Comment by Hohman, Christopher: Learning about the Job 



Christopher Hohman 02:58

Right. And so, what do you remember, like you were talking about the psychological tests you have to take, but what do you remember about the process you had to go through to get into the department?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 03:07

Oh, there are lots of things. First, there was the written exam, and you have to score high enough on that to be considered. I think I was...I can't even remember what number I started out. But I know I had a 99 on the test, and that was without any bonus military points or anything like that. At that time, I had been working in an elementary school as an aide to fifth grade students. I was really up on all my multiplication tables and that sort of stuff that they needed at that time for the test. And then there was that test. Gosh, we went on to do a physical, a psychological test, oh physical like, exercise physical.  And at that time, they had recently changed, they'd gotten a study with Trinity University with women athletes, and they changed from the basic sit ups, push-ups, run, whatever. I don't know exactly what the test entailed, but they had 10 events. And they were everything from throwing a weight from a seated position, jumping over barriers, pulling a rope to lift a weight up from the ground. Overhead bars, which the first time I took a physical I failed because I hadn't done any overhead bars since third grade, when my mother banned me because we had to wear dresses back then in the old days. So, for the next two weeks before I could retest, I hung around playgrounds and waited for kids to go into buildings so I could go practice on their overhead bars. And so, on the second time, I passed all the physical events. And then we had a psychological test, a three-panel interview with members of the fire department and I don't even know if you know, this is 43 years ago, it's hard to remember everything that happened then. So that's kind of what it entailed.



Christopher Hohman 03:55

Right. And do you remember anything about what kind of questions they asked you on the written test?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 05:14

The written test was a lot of just general knowledge kind of things at that point. Like I said it had multiplication tables and figuring out percentages and math problems. It had, what is the right word in the sentence? It had logical things like if you have this, this and this, what would come next? Oh, like I said, 43 years ago, so I'm not really exactly sure what all, but it was a 100-question test. Somewhere in there, I got one wrong, apparently. But I do remember that I took it with one of my brother-in-laws, and at the end of it, I said, "Well, that was easy." And he said, "I didn't finish." So, that made me feel bad, but I was glad, so. But now it has become a more, I don't want to say complicated test, but more pertaining to fire service. 



Christopher Hohman 06:10

Right. 



Bodeil Wigen Burke 06:10

But not like, how many gallons of water would you pump out what pressure to reach steady flow for the size of the fire? More things like observation skills, logic. Just a lot of different kinds of questions, but more pertinent to the fire service.



Christopher Hohman 06:33

And so, you took the test, you did the psychological evaluation, and you did the panel interview. And then you got accepted to the fire academy. What do you remember of your training at the fire academy?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 06:46

 Well, let's see, there were, say there were 35 of us that came in that first day, and there were two of us who were women. I was 23 years old; my counterpart was 19. I felt I had a little bit of an advantage in that I was a little older. I was married at that time to a firefighter. He had a lot of family who were firefighters. So, like your family, Christopher. So, I had learned a lot about the fire service before I even thought about becoming a firefighter. So, I think I had a definite advantage as to how the world worked in the fire department. My counterpart was a little naive. We also had a couple of older candidates who had had positions. We had two police officers who transferred over to the fire department. We had a gentleman who'd worked with CPS. We had a couple of older former veterans who were in the course. And then we had a large number of recent high school graduates. So, we had at every age from like, 19, to 32 or 33, whatever age there was for the cut off at that time. So, it was a kind of an odd grouping of people. I don't look back at it as an unhappy time in my life, but I know that there was a lot of animosity between different groups in the class. I felt like I got along pretty much with everybody. But it wasn't a real cohesive, we don't have big reunion parties, or it was just an odd time. I think being the first two women in the class, the age disparity, life experience, it wasn’t, “Gosh, I'm glad to see these people again," kind of thing. There were good people, there were some who didn't turn out to be so good. We lost two I think of our group, but we made it. We got out, and then we got separated, and it all worked out fine.



Christopher Hohman 09:05

Um, so you know, you did the training, and what kind of like, physical activities did they have you guys do?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 09:13

Oh, well, every morning we did PT, we had a set of standard exercises that we did that included, push-ups, burpees, sit-ups, you know, arm strengthening things, stuff that we did out on the blacktop. And a run, it always finished with a run. I don't remember exactly how many exercises we did, but it took at least probably half an hour to get them all done, and we'd be all warmed up and ready for our day. And then depending on what our lessons were at that time, we either finished them out on the fireground, the training ground, or we'd go into the building for classes. And they had a schedule of so many classes of this, that and the other for our education as firefighters. So it would be, like knots. Knots was a good class that was kind of new to me, and it was a tricky one, but learned how to tie a lot of different knots. Well, that was amusing, fun, and made it through that. So, it was a six-month course, I think. Let me think. Yeah, six maybe seven months because we, the first year we weren’t the first class that went through EMT training, but we were in the first year of classes that received EMT training that were basic EMTs when they graduated. 



Christopher Hohman 10:40

And so, you know, you did the training and all that and, and you got into the department, in what ways was the department prepared to have female employees, female firefighters?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 10:53

They were not, they were not prepared at all. They were kind of astounded to find out we needed smaller boots and smaller gloves yet, that was just during the training period. They sent us to...oh gosh, it's a famous bin store downtown where they fitted us with our boots and our gloves. And they had to go dig through their stock to find stuff that would fit us. We wore men's uniforms. Everything was designed for men. Women are built a little bit differently, so belts were important, and you had to go up a size if you had larger thighs, etc., etc., that kind of thing. But they didn't have a restroom for us at the training academy we went (to) or a locker room for us. So, we used the officers' locker room, which didn't have a lock on the door. We shared a locker because that was the only thing that was available to us. The two of us. So, I don't think they had a diversity officer at the time. They didn't have anybody saying, "Okay, these are things that women might need that are different than what men need." There was a lady’s restroom, which was nice, because that was a public building. But as far as locker room facilities, yeah, we had a shower, but it was the officers' shower. So, we had limited time that we could be in there. And we knew when we had to be out of there. So, it was just amusing, but at that time, I was so.... I don't know, thrilled or grateful, I'm not sure exactly what, to be part of that world, I wasn't really trying to change it to make it fit me I wanted to fit into that world. So, at that time, it was, it was okay, you know. Looking back, I think I probably could have made a little more noise about somebody's got to wake up and realize that women are going to be in the fire service for a while now, so. So, at that time, didn't know where it was gonna go. More women will come, and they certainly have facilities now at the new Fire Academy, for women, for men. They've come a long way in those 40 years, 42 years, 43 years. Whatever it's at now. 	Comment by Hohman, Christopher: Uniforms/Gear	Comment by Hohman, Christopher: Navigating a male dominated profession 



Christopher Hohman 13:15

And you kind of said something interesting. Did you ever kind of think that you were making history as the first woman or was it just like...



Bodeil Wigen Burke 13:28

Yeah. Yes, I knew that it was...I don’t know what I want to say. it was an unusual thing. Across the nation it was an unusual thing, women in the fire service. However, in Laredo, there had been a woman who has already been on their fire service for 10 years, and I joined in 1979. So, I knew of her, and I've never met her, just knew of her. But it was at a time in history when women were doing things that were different and unusual and not really thinking, "I'm doing this because it is different or unusual, but I'm doing this because I want to do it, and I want to achieve this." And it was more of a personal thing than a historical thing. But I did recognize the historical significance of it. Yes, I did. And I also got a lot of attention So, like from newspapers and... Yeah. I have a saved, I was on the front page of the San Antonio Express News. That was exciting. And then throughout the years everyone's well when they need an interest story, they dig me up and see what I was up to at that time. Something I really liked about your consent form is that if you don't want to say this or you don't want this to be published, or you don't want you can ask that not be considered. And I have an experience with a lot of the press that would come to talk to us, that they wouldn't really listen to what I said and would write something different and publish it in the paper than what I had actually said to them. So, I appreciate your willingness to, and your ability to understand that there might be something that was interpreted wrong or said wrong or whatever. So, thank you for that.



Christopher Hohman 15:27

That was very important to me coming into the project to make sure that I got the ethics of it right.  



Bodeil Wigen Burke 15:31

Yeah. Well, I really, I really appreciate that. So, thanks. 



Christopher Hohman 15:35

Thank you for your kind words. So, how would you describe the culture of the first fire station that you worked at?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 15:46

I worked at No. 6 truck, which was on West Russell Street, San Pedro, into closest intersection, kind of a little neighborhood fire station, old fire station. You know, you could clean it till your hands wore out, it would still look just the same as when you started. I was assigned to a captain named Alex Vargas. And Alex Vargas had a reputation in the fire department as perhaps the best, one of the best, firefighters in the city of San Antonio. He was smart, he was experienced, and he took risks that were not dangerous. I mean, he was just a smart firefighter. He was known as Captain Dragon or Captain Hitman because they would send him into stations that needed to be straightened out or cleaned up or put on the right road, so to speak. But along with him, I also had experienced firefighters who'd been there for a while. And No. 6s, this station is in the middle of Monta Vista. So, there are a lot of old homes, a lot of old streets, a lot of old people. So, we had a lot of runs that we were going into historic homes, we were helping prominent citizens in San Antonio. We were just the first responders in a very kind of, I don't wanna say intense, but prominent neighborhood in San Antonio. So, I think we all respected that. We knew the people we were treating or dealing with would be people of some substance. And I mean, I think the firefighters treat everybody the same. but in that particular neighborhood, you knew that you'd be possibly with the mayor's parents or something like that. And of course, there are, down south of SAC (San Antonio College) there is a lot of college housing. So, we saw a lot of different problems from young to old, and everything in between. But what I think I learned best in that stage, in that house, was that you could learn from the ones who were more experienced than you were, and they were willing to teach you. You know, when you come out and you've got all the joy and vim and vigor of being a rookie, they're kind of amused by you to start with. But then they're, at least in my house, they were very willing to help me and teach me to learn shortcuts on how to get like, getting a hydrant open, there's a cheater bar that you can use to get the, if it's a stiff hydrant, that you can put it on the hydrant wrench, and then have a little more leverage to move it and open it up. There are little tricks of the trade in any profession, but in firefighting, there are a lot that you would only learn through experience, and they were always willing to share that with me. So, I felt very privileged to learn from the people I learned from, and particularly my captain, because he was very much by the book. And we knew that, and we expected that from him. And it made us respect him. And he earned our respect because there wasn't anything that he asked us to do that he would not do himself. And he was just a good captain. Some of that was when I became an officer, I tried to model myself after him.



Christopher Hohman 19:36

And it sounds like you enjoyed your time at No. 6s. So, you know, how did your gender affect your colleagues' treatment of you?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 19:48

I think they were amused. That's the best way I can say. Now, here's another example of my captain's wisdom. He because, like I said, everyone saw the press would dig us up and want to do a little news story on us. Whenever the press showed up to talk to me, he called everybody downstairs, so, we were all together. So, it wasn't just my interview, it was everybody's interview, or everybody's opportunity to say something about the fire service. And I think that helped them accept me, that I wasn't some little star, that got chosen to say everything, because they felt included. So, that made it very easy for me to be accepted there. He also, No. 6s upstairs dormitory at that time, was one big U shape. Nobody had a private room; the officers didn't have a private room. Everybody slept in the same room, and I slept right at the bottom of the U. So, everybody could see me, and I could see everybody. There were no locks on the bathroom doors and no doors on the bathroom stalls. So, it was very interesting restroom upstairs. Downstairs was one little, tiny restroom that I would use primarily. But what I was leading this to was that when they knew I was going to be stationed there, the fire chief sent a shops team out just to build me a room. And Captain Vargas said to them, "No, she's going to be one of us, she's going to be one of us." And I think that made them understand that I wasn't going to get special treatment, I was going to be one of the crew. And that's how it was. I never had any, in my early years at No. 6s, had never had any problems with anybody because I was a female. I worked hard, grew up on a farm like I told you, I worked hard and did pull my own weight. Helped them. I always look at a job as, "What can I do a little more than what they want me to?" You know, that's how I work.  	Comment by Hohman, Christopher: Colleague Attitude 	Comment by Hohman, Christopher: Facilities



Christopher Hohman 20:18

And if you could give me like that time that you got in 1979-1980 if you could also, you know, if you had to kind of gauge the culture of the fire department as a whole at that time, what do you think about that? 



Bodeil Wigen Burke 22:17

I know that there was some animosity about women coming to the fire service. What I can't tell you is very well, what I can tell you is very rarely did I get treated poorly by anybody at the fire station. Now, I don't know if that was because I was married to a firefighter at the time because I wasn't married so much longer after I got in, probably three more years. But I continued. I became an engineer, and then I went into EMS, and then I became a lieutenant. But my personal experience in the fire service was as long as you do your work, and as long as you help your crew, you're going to be accepted. I can't say that's for all women. But I do know that when I was a private, my chief would come and ask me, "Why can't your counterpart do what you're doing?" And I would have no answer. I'd say, "Chief, I can only be responsible for myself and the people I work with." And I worked with mature I mean; we had a lot of fun. You know the fire department's full of pranks and jokes and they like to see what they can get you there be crazy about. And my crew, and I don't know whether this was because of the captain or what, but my crew didn't do stuff like that to me. I know they did it to my counterpart and maybe, and her age and her inexperience and her naivete. But they did some things that if they'd done to me, I don't know what I would have done. Just crude like schoolboy humor kind of stuff, that and her officer seemed to condone it. So, that's what I would tell the team is like, "I have a better crew I'm not in the downtown spotlight." She was stationed at No. 1s, I was out at No. 6s, and I didn't get the spotlight on me that much. So that was, that was better. But as the years continued, I never felt disrespected by my crews. I never felt...I don't know. I was just, was very, very blessed, and very lucky. But again, I think it's, if you do your job and you work hard, that's what they want from you, that they see they don't have to carry you. Then they'll be fine with you as a woman	Comment by Hohman, Christopher: Colleague Attitude



Christopher Hohman 25:01

So, you know, you talked about how blessed you were to have such a good crew and to have, you know, overall, a good experience as a firefighter, but um, what kind of obstacles did you face in your career?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 25:16

Oh, well, let's see. That's how stupid this entire thing is. See this is like park me, obstacle. I want to say, I have told people at times that my career was a cakewalk compared to a lot of other women. But again, I think that is a personal attitude thing. I am a natural optimist, and sometimes I'm not fully aware that people are unhappy with...hold on, I don't want to say my situation, but I have always stood up for myself and tried to be a positive person. Let me, let me put it that way as probably best. So, if I did encounter animosity or cutting remarks, I would usually address them right when they happened, and then they would not go anywhere. I also worked hard in the Union, I worked very many years in the Union, for other firefighters. And so, I think I gained some respect in that regard as well. So, obstacles? I'd hate to sound like Pollyanna, but I honestly, yeah, the obstacles that I had were my own obstacles. Like, "Am I strong enough?" "Have I worked hard enough?" "Have I met my goals?" Those are my obstacles. You know, I can think of one, only one person who I strongly disliked because of their childish attitude and they're just stupid things that they would do or say, and I just finally just quit talking to him at that particular station. And then that made my life easier. But obstacles would be maybe trying to follow orders that you knew were not correct and trying to find a way to politely get around, just make that order be changed or considered differently. I could easily do that. So, but other than that. Obstacles? Not really. You know, I'm a big girl, I'm 5 '8’, can hold my own. So, strength wise, I was usually when I had a challenge of strength, I would finally go ask someone, "I can't do this. Can you help me?" And then I would find that they had trouble doing it. And I felt like, "Oh, good, it wasn't just me," it was something that was very difficult, like a very strong hydrant to open or axe, cutting through, getting through a roof with an axe or something like that. And it wasn't just me it was common, common obstacles. So.



Christopher Hohman 28:30

So, not necessarily specific to you. 



Bodeil Wigen Burke 28:33

No, no. Yeah. Yeah. I was like, "Oh, my God, am I so weak, I can't do this?" And then I would find somebody, you usually look for like, the strongest guy out there, who was available to come help me do something. And he tried and he would fail at it. And so, I was like, "Okay, hooray. It's not just me." So, yeah. But probably personality conflict would be the only thing, and really that only happened once or twice. So.



Christopher Hohman 28:58

And I know you said you promoted towards a lieutenant. 



Bodeil Wigen Burke 29:04

Yes. 



Christopher Hohman 29:04

Do you want to talk a little bit about promotion and what it's like to go through that process?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 29:10

Sure. This sounds braggy, but it made my friends crazy. I have a very good memory, or at least I used to have a very good memory. When I was young, I had a very good memory. I could read something once and usually remember it. A lot of fire department tests are taken by people who read books 5,6,7,8, 9,10 times,until they can basically spout the information. I promoted on the oh let’s see maybe the, I don't even remember this was so long ago. I know that the first test I took to be an engineer, I did not study at all, and I took it because I wanted to go to the party afterwards. So, I went down and sat in the room and took the test and just filled it out. I didn't even like, I think I read the questions and said, “What will sound good?" And I was the first person to turn the test in because when you don't know the material, it's easy to take a test. It's easy to fail a test. So, I walked up to the front. Now the engineers' test has the greatest crowd, right? Like there's 200 people taking an engineers' test. So, when I walked up with my test and turned it in, I caused an awful lot of panic in the room, like, "Oh, my god, she's, she's finished already." And, I had a pretty good reputation at test taking because I was the only one in my class that got 100 on the hydraulics test in drill school. So, I turned in that test, again, I want to get to the party. But I don't know how much it affected other people, but I could hear them. I can see that people looking at me as I walked up, they're like, "Oh, my god, she's done already." So, I didn't pass on my first time because I didn't try. So, my second time to take the test. I want to say I passed on the second time, but I'm not even sure if that's true. Yeah, I think it's probably true. Anyway, I was 14th on the list, and I was promoted to engineer and immediately went to (audio garbled but sounds like paramedics).  But again, like I said, I would read all the books, but I didn't eat live, sleep, breathe, books, study material. And so then, I spent six years as an engineer, I was in the EMS for four years, and then I spent two years out in a company. And I kind of liked that position. It was, well, I didn't like EMS so much. I was very happy when I got out of it. But I appreciate that knowledge and that ability to make a quick decision in an intense situation. And then when I took the lieutenant's test, I scored number seven. At that time, I was living with a friend of mine who was also in the fire department, who would get really mad at me because I wasn't studying enough. And I would go to work, and they didn't think I was studying. So, when I showed up number seven, but again, I could remember things that I would read, and I would wake up in the night, and I would read in the middle of the night. So anyway, it was a good score. I passed and got promoted to lieutenant and served as a lieutenant about 10 years. And then I retired.



Christopher Hohman 32:55

And we talked a little bit about promotion. But what are some of the duties and responsibilities of somebody who is a lieutenant?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 33:07

The duties and responsibilities of a lieutenant are basically to do what the captain wants you to do. Because a lieutenant is a junior officer. The captain's, the way the hierarchy of the fire structure goes, the captains are the heads of the stations. Some stations have one captain, some have two if they have a motor, or an engine and a truck. So, as a lieutenant, your job is to file the reports. Make sure your crews, they do what they're supposed to do. That they've checked it off. They're able to operate all the equipment, that your vehicle's in good shape, that you've got enough gas, that your radio works, that everybody's dressed in the stuff they're supposed to be wearing for fires, that they've all got their hoods and their masks and their gloves and their boots and just all that good stuff that firemen usually don't have any problem remembering that stuff because it saves their lives. To make sure your station is, kept up and clean and got staple groceries. As a junior officer, sometimes that was my job is to be the grocer.



Audio Interruption 34:21

Audio cut out from 34:22-34:32



Bodeil Wigen Burke 34:32

The men in grocery stores. And keep the logs, do the reports, direct your crew at a scene whether it's an accident or an illness or a fire or whatever, they are following your command. and then to make good (audio cut out), so. When I first was promoted as lieutenant, I was a traveling lieutenant. I went to different stations in different districts when their officers were off and they didn't have, like an engineer there to promote up to that position to be in charge. And, amusingly, one summer I was out at a station where they have very few runs, they very rarely left the station, especially on a fire call. And so, we made a call one time and as we were driving to the scene, and I was putting on my gear, my driver said to me, “Why aren't you yelling and screaming? "And I said, "Am I supposed to yell and scream?" And he said, "Well, my old officer did the whole way to the fire." So, I just thought that was so funny. I'm like, "Well, sorry, I'm not going to do that because you know where we're going, you've got it. We'll get there, we'll handle it." But different people react differently to different things. I am not a yeller or a screamer. So, that was just an amusing thing to me.



Christopher Hohman 36:03

And (if we) could get back to station life. What station was your favorite work at and why?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 36:14

So, all the stations had different things that made them special. I worked at No. 6s, again, like in the Monte Vista area. Just, it was fun to go to homes there. Particularly like, we have an odor of smoke. Well, some of these homes are not just homes, they're mansions. So. you go into this beautifully furnished, decorated, designed home and you're trying to find an odor of smoke. “Well, can we look in your attic?" You get to explore these homes completely top to bottom, see everything in the home. I like interior design, and I found it fascinating. And there was a home by Trinity University that had a ballroom that had a mosaic floor, wooden floor that looked like a Persian carpet. It was all little pieces of wood. Fascinating. We wouldn't even walk on it. We're like, "No, we can see there's nothing here," we're like "Don't walk on that don't walk on that." So beautiful. Sometimes, the station's just the neighborhood you were in. I worked at No 16s on Nogalitos Street, and we were right next to a little shopping center that had a jewelry store, a bakery. I can't even remember all the little streets or little businesses that were there. But at one point, I had to go home to Montana, my dad had fallen off a roof and broken his back. And the guys at my station told those merchants about why I wasn't there, and they all sent like sent cards to my father. They didn't know my father; they barely knew me. But they were so kind that they expressed their concern, and I thought that was very touching. You know, just sometimes just the history of the station is interesting. I worked at No. 8s in EMS, and I used to describe it as the heart of the knife and gun club. And so, just the history of that station and the people of the neighborhood and the effect of the fire station in the neighborhood. It just made you proud to be there. (I) worked at No. 22s, which is by Stinson Field. We'd make runs out into the county, you know, the county line as opposed to county. And that was a more rural kind of area. So, that was interesting to me because I'd grown up on a farm. And then I ended up at No. 1s station downtown, the hub of the city, right behind the Alamo, where the museum is now. 



Christopher Hohman 39:03

Yeah.



Bodeil Wigen Burke 39:04

The little room on the far, as you're looking at the station, the far right, that was my room. You know and (I) had a great crew there. I loved those guys. They some of them had been there a very long time. What was funny to me there was that because they've been in the department a long time, they had different kinds of attitudes about the officers. The officers didn't do certain things.  Like I could cook, but I could not wash dishes. And I could tell them what to clean but I couldn't clean it myself. The street that No. 1s is on, it was right across from the Bonham Exchange, and there are three window wells that are in the basement of fire station No. 1, and they collect a lot of trash. And so, nobody wants to clean up the window wells because it’s a nasty job. So, I knew they had to be done. So, I went down there by myself and started cleaning out the window wells, and I cleaned two of them before they discovered where I was because they were looking for me, they couldn't find me. And so, when they found I'd done this and that I had one to go, they're like, "what are you doing?" "Like, nobody wants to do this, so I'm doing it." They're like, "No, this is not what officers do." And so, they made me leave, and then they finish, clean out the last window well. But that was just, it was an old-fashioned attitude toward officers. And it wasn't because I was a woman, they didn't make the captain do anything, either. I mean, the captain didn't participate in anything. But I was not comfortable, you know. And it wasn't just because I mean, I enjoyed it at times, not washing dishes was always a good thing. In general, it was general care of the station, it was part of my duties, I felt. So. But those guys were a pleasure to work with, they knew their jobs, they knew the district downtown. They were good cooks. Just a lot of fun to be at that station. There's always something going on downtown. So, everywhere I went had its own...personality, that would be the best way to say it, its own personality.



Christopher Hohman 41:21

So, sometimes it depends on who's there, and sometimes it depends on where it is?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 41:26

Exactly. So, yeah. And who you work with, who your chief is. And when I was traveling, I worked in a lot of different stations, and it kind of gave me an idea of where I really wanted to be too. So. So, I got to see a lot of different personalities and a lot of different chiefs' style and... what do I want to say? That's how things work in different districts. And some I just like better than the others. So. But I did like 1o, which is downtown, and you know, the center of the city.



Christopher Hohman 42:06

Right next to the Alamo. 



Bodeil Wigen Burke 42:08

Yeah, right, next to that. Exactly.



Christopher Hohman 42:11

And so, overall, you enjoyed station life?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 42:14

Yes, the food was always good. For a period of time, it depends on what station you're at, but, the fire service is becoming more and more EMS service. So, the number of calls that you make, that are actually fires, are less and less thanks to smoke detectors and alarm systems and that sort of thing. But EMS calls, that's where I was happy. I had that EMS experience, so I could (at) least get some things started before paramedics arrived. And it all just blends together. You know, it all just blends together. But your basic job description is to save lives and protect property, and that's something I was proud to do. So, all that worked out.



Christopher Hohman 43:09

And so, can you walk me through what a day in your life is a firefighter, I know sometimes it depends, but can you walk me through what a day in the life is like?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 43:21

Day in the life? Well, you wake up and you get ready and calculate how long it takes you to get to work, and what time you have to be there. I was still there when noon was our shift change. I know they changed it to nine o'clock since I left, but. So, I would generally try to get there by 11:00 a.m. to relieve the officer in charge maybe a little earlier to see what had gone on. Particularly, if I knew there'd been a big event the night before. I'd watch the news and see that my truck was out. Busy or whatever. So, I wanted to make sure we had everything back working and in place and everything was, hunky dory on the truck. I'm laughing because I'm just thinking of their truck that, we got the new filler truck when I was there, and that was an interesting experience. I'll tell you that one, that was so funny. But then you see what's happened, what's going on. You relieve your shift or shift on duty, and then generally you'd eat your lunch. And after lunch. If there was some training, you might go to training depending on what you wanted to do. Then just kind of sit back by the television. I read a lot of books. I took a lot of naps after I became a mother because I was very busy. Then, I would generally try to go to bed around 10 o'clock because most of the excitement in the fire service world is midnight or later. So, I wanted to have a couple hours of sleep. And if there were something that went in on the night, you jump up, pull on your boots, your pants and slide the pole, get in your coat, put on your hood, put your tank on, put your helmet on. and respond. And so, as the officer you're trying to make sure the driver's getting where he's supposed to be, you're trying to communicate with the chief, if you're first in what you've got, what you're going to do. On the truck, of course, we were always support procedures, laddering, searching, rescuing, entry, ventilation, all that kind of fun stuff. So, there's always plenty of jobs at a fire scene for everybody to do, but everybody has a specific job. But also, if we were first in, we would cut the utility services, electricity in a way extra hazards at the fire scene. So, and then afterwards, you would pack up your stuff and go back to the station and start cleaning it because you've got to have it ready for the shift that's coming on. Now there are plenty of nights, that you didn't never get the chance to clean it because you just went to another event, one after the other after the other. Those were few and far between, thankfully, but there were sometimes where it was a car accident, then it was a fire, and then it was somebody sick, and then it was another fire, just you could never predict. And I think that's probably one of the things I like best about the fire service is it was unpredictable. You always had to be thinking, you had to use your training and your ability to make good decisions. And as long as you know what your procedures are in your training, then you're gonna do well. So, I like that.



Christopher Hohman 47:12

And so, we talked a little bit about what you kind of go through when you have a run, and sometimes you're out all night because you have multiple runs. Is there any run or call that sticks out to you as your most memorable?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 47:30

I remember most the funny things that happened. One of the funniest things that ever happened to me was in EMS. I was working out of station No. 25, which is on Laredo Highway, and we got a call to, on I-35 out of town. A semi-tractor trailer truck had gone off the highway in a creek, and as we approach the scene, there were a lot of lights and everything, but there was this big white cloud. Now as a firefighter, you're trained never to drive into a cloud because you don't know what the cloud is made of, but we were one of the last vehicles to arrive. So, there are trucks, police cars and highway patrol. And there were, it was a bridge, and there was a lot of those barrels that were run over, and you could see the truck down in the creek bed, and it was quite, quite steep. And so, we parked our ambulance and I said to my partner, "I kind of hope this driver is dead because getting him out of here is going to be very, very painful." Right, you know, and I'm thinking, "He's gone down this barricade, he's down this creek." Just, I was just imagining all the terrible things that could happen on this. So, we kind of slide down the embankment and it's quite long, we got our trauma box, and we got our O2, and we just decided not to bring the stretcher yet because we didn't know what would we need it or not. You know, were we waiting for the coroner or were we transporting out of there. And as we get down and I look at the truck and the truck is smashed up in the cab, and it's halfway in the water of the creek. And so, as we're making our way to the truck, a police officer says "Hey, I got your patient over here." And I'm like, "Okay," and we turn, and he's got his flashlight on a figure that looks like the Pillsbury Doughboy, completely caked in this white powder, except for a slit of his mouth and his eyeballs. And he's walking. and I start laughing, "You're not what I expected." Turned out, he was driving a truckload of corn starch. My kids heard the story before, corn starch. So, that was what the big white cloud was. And what he had done is he dropped a cigarette in his cab, he leaned down to find it, he'd driven off the road. So, he was down in the bottom of his cab when it hit, so he was not harmed. And then he had to get out through the water, and then the corn starch went on him, so he was just cakes. And he had a cut on his arm. That was his only injury. So, we took him to the hospital, just mechanism of injury. So, we got the thing down there and got it back up, but it was just like an unbelievable instance of, "What a lucky man you are," you know, just. And then firewise. Firewise, I was working at 6s truck, this is early in my career. We got relocated to No. 8s. And there used to be, over by Kelly Air Force Base, an aeronautics building that they built airplanes in. There was a city block, big, it was huge. And it was probably a four-alarm fire, I believe. And we got called in on kind of the cleanup times. So, we'd been listening to all the radio stuff and all the fires that were going on in this building. And when we got over there, and went in. It was probably what, to me, what hell would look like because there was collapsed building, the roof had caved in, there were beams, there was all metal and steel beam stuff. So, it burned and collapsed. And then there were different materials, different metallic metal materials, like magnesium that burns in a different color. And so, there are blue fires, and there were yellow fires, and there were red fires. And it was sort of surrealistically beautiful. And then, there were the silhouettes of the firefighters who'd been in there that were sitting and resting, and so you had all these figures against a colorful fire background, and they were just shadows, and the ceiling was beams coming down. And it was sort of, I wish, at that point that we had cameras, because it would have been a tremendous photo for anybody to be able to see. That really sticks in my mind as a really good memory. 



Christopher Hohman 52:45

Kind of like a (audio garbled).



Bodeil Wigen Burke 52:47

I'm sorry?



Christopher Hohman 52:48

Kind of like a wonderland.



Bodeil Wigen Burke 52:50

Yeah, yeah, very strange. And then I was working on New Year's Eve at 6s truck when the stables burned at Fort Sam Houston, and we got called in on standby. A mutual aid situation that if they needed us, we were nearby, and we'd go in. Well, we were standing by on Mulberry Street, which led into the road. Do you remember the roller coaster at Kiddie Park across from the zoo? Were you, are you young enough to remember, or old enough to remember that? 



Christopher Hohman 53:16

I don’t think so



Bodeil Wigen Burke 53:17

Okay. Okay, well, there was this roller coaster, it was a wooden roller coaster, it was downtown on Broadway. And the fire from the stables was directly behind, so it lit up. There was a clear beautiful, chilly, New Year's Eve night. Not cold but chilly. And so, the fire lit up that roller coaster. It wasn't burning the roller coaster, but it lit it up perfectly, beautifully. Again, I wish I had a camera. You know, it's just a gorgeous moment. And luckily all the horses were safe, so. And we never actually rolled in there, but we were ready to if we needed to, so. Just weird, weird things you get to see that the average person doesn't ever see. 



Christopher Hohman 54:02

Very picturesque things you might say. 



Bodeil Wigen Burke 54:04

Yeah, picturesque, burn in your memory kind of things. Yeah. Things if you look back at and say, "I was lucky to see that." Yeah. So



Christopher Hohman 54:13

And so, you know, you've come full circle inn your career, what would you say is the most challenging thing about being a firefighter?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 54:22

I guess for me, feeling like I was worthy would be for me my most challenging. You know, sometimes I would like, “What am I doing?" And being able to understand that I was capable, I was smart enough, strong enough, reasonable enough to do this job. And to me, it was rewarding because I felt like I could make a difference in people's lives in their outcome of their very, very bad situation. You know, I used to do talks at schools, and I would tell kids, "You don't see the fire department on a good day.” Unless somebody's having a baby. Even that's not good because you want that baby born in the hospital. You don't want a bunch of crazy firemen coming into deliver a baby. But that's at least a happy outcome. But that's... just to me, I just sometimes would question, “Am I in the right profession?” It's



Christopher Hohman 55:51

 I'm sorry? 



Bodeil Wigen Burke 55:52

No, I'm just saying it was. I wouldn't have, I would go through periods when I really wondered, “Am I doing the right thing?” You know. So, that was my biggest challenge. But somehow, I got through it all, made it through.



Christopher Hohman 56:03

And something that's challenging for me, you know, in graduate school is kind of like what you're talking about, like, you know, I guess the modern thing is like imposter syndrome is what they call it.



Bodeil Wigen Burke 56:12

Yes. Yes. Yeah. Yeah. Hadn't heard that for a while. But yeah, that's exactly what it was. So gotcha. Yeah.



Christopher Hohman 56:21

I feel that too, sometimes.



Bodeil Wigen Burke 56:23

Again, I didn't think I was like the only one in the world. But I just knew that I was in sort of an unusual situation to...that not a lot of other people I knew were in. Let me just say that. Yeah. Yeah.



Christopher Hohman 56:39

And so, on the converse side of that, and you kind of already talked about this, but what is the most rewarding thing about being a firefighter?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 56:53

Probably just the...it's the satisfaction, the personal satisfaction. That this very challenging job I had that I achieved it. That I did it, I am thinking pretty well. I mean, I didn't think I did it very well, but. I enjoyed it. I worked at it to make it, to be my best at it. And it's the sort of...it's satisfying to me that I had a challenging career, and I completed it, and I did it well, so. It's not my whole story, but it's a good part of my story.



Christopher Hohman 57:46

And, you know, you've kind of already touched on this, you're just now also with that response, but what legacy so you feel you've left, you know, when you retired?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 57:58

This sounds so braggy. I think I set a bar. And I don't know if it's still there, because I've been gone for well, almost 19 years. But I know that I was the comparison. “Well, Bo didn't do that.” Or Bo wouldn't, you know, “Bo would never have done that.” And so, a lot of women I know would like, "What happened that you left this impression?" So, I think I set a bar, and I don't think it was a bad bar because like I told you earlier, I was more concerned about blending into their world then making them fit into mine. And I think that that was appreciated at that time. And I think that the work I did in the union kind of confirmed that I wasn't just playing because I did a lot of hard jobs in the union. And I was, eventually I was elected to the pension board as a member. So, I know I had the respect. And I served as a state vice president with the firefighters’ union. I know I had respect. I know that they knew that I knew what I was doing. So that makes me feel good. So, I look back at it fondly. Am I glad I'm out of it? Yes. But if it had gone a little while longer than alright, but I had really good reasons to retire. I had a baby. I was 46 years old, was more interested in raising that child than running into burning buildings.	Comment by Hohman, Christopher: Navigating male dominated workspace 



Christopher Hohman 59:42

And so, now you know that you're retired, what do you enjoy about retired life?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 59:49

It gave me the opportunity to be with my children when they were entering middle school. I had newborns, but I had a sixth grader and a third grader. And they were, the two older ones were very athletic, so, we had to drive to a lot of practices and go to a lot of competitions and do that sort of thing. And I was always the mom who got to be there for that. Now in the fire service, I would not have been able to be there for everything that they did. When I first started working at No. 1s, my oldest daughter was probably about seven or eight years old, seven, I think she was still seven. And we had gone downtown and taken her brother and her cousin and her aunt, we'd gone down to do the river boats and all that stuff during the Christmas holiday season. And this is a firefighter family story. We parked at No. 1s and coming back the boys were in the kitchen playing cards. As we came through the station, said hello to them, all this sort of stuff. And my little seven-year-old piped up with, “Santa is going to come to our house tomorrow night because mama has to work on Christmas Eve.” And the boys without even raising their heads or looking at her, and they're playing their cards, they go, "Yeah, that's how it is in firefighter families, Santa either comes earlier or comes late.” And I hadn't said anything to them. They just did that. They just said it, and it made her feel good. You know, it was just a camaraderie, just a boosting of this is our family, and we're going to support the kids, whatever they need, we're going to take care of them. So, that was something that was, the genuine concern and care for each other in the fire department means a lot.



Christopher Hohman 1:01:42

Yeah, I've heard a lot of people say it's like a family.



Bodeil Wigen Burke 1:01:44

Yeah, it's a very big one. But what is retirement? It gave me the opportunity to be a stay-at-home mom for 14 years. And that was nice. You know, I think I have fairly good kids doing good things in the world. And I'm sure that being at home with them helped that too. So, I have both good things. I had both career and family. So, lucky.



Christopher Hohman 1:02:09

And if you had advice for a woman considering a career in the fire service, what would that be?



Bodeil Wigen Burke 1:02:20

Be as strong as you can. Have a very thick skin and a good sense of humor. And that's about it. 



Christopher Hohman 1:02:28

Okay.



Bodeil Wigen Burke 1:02:29

Okay.



Christopher Hohman 1:02:30

Well, that was the final question, so.



Bodeil Wigen Burke 1:02:32

Well alright. Yeah, I was gonna write things down, but I thought would be better if I just talk to you. So.



Note: This transcript has been edited in places to make it flow more smoothly for any potential readers. Thus, it does not match the audio file from which it originated exactly. However, the transcript remains true to the conversation it originated from and represents, honestly, the narrator’s views and reflections expressed in said interview. Additionally, each narrator had the opportunity to review their transcript to ensure that it accurately reflects their statements and views. Final versions of the transcript are approved by each of the narrators. 
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Big Idea 

Throughout their 45-year history in the San Antonio Fire Service, women have faced obstacles such as lack of access to gear, uniforms, adequate private facilities, and attitudinal barriers, which they have overcome to have successful careers and create a more inclusive, diverse, and friendly fire department. 

Introduction

Women have been fighting fires for centuries, but for most of history, professional firefighters were mostly men. However, beginning in the 1970s, women across the United States began joining their local fire departments in greater numbers. In San Antonio, women first joined the San Antonio Fire Department in 1979. Because women entered a profession that had traditionally been done by men in the U.S., fire departments faced challenges in adapting uniforms, gear, and facilities as well as changing attitudes to these new female professionals. Despite the obstacles they faced from the 1970s-1990s, women adapted to often challenging circumstances and forged a place for themselves in the San Antonio Fire Department. This exhibit, based on ten interviews, tells their stories from 1979 to the present.

Women in Fire: A Historic Legacy 

Women working in the fire service today have inherited a rich historical legacy. Women began fighting fires in the 18th century and have continued to do so ever since. In the 19th and 20th centuries women even began forming their own volunteer fire companies to serve their local communities. Then, when the crises of the World Wars came, women stepped in to fill men’s shoes as firefighters to protect their homes and neighbors. By the 1970s, women began entering their local fire departments in greater numbers, and they remain an important part of many fire departments today. 

· Although women in the fire service are still rare, they have worked alongside their male counterparts in the fire service for centuries. The first woman fighter was an enslaved woman named Molly Williams who served in her enslaver’s 18th century New York fire company. 

· Women continued to play vital roles in their communities’ respective fire services throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. During the World Wars, women frequently acted as firefighters, replacing the males in their communities who were fighting on the frontlines of the gargantuan conflicts of the early 20th century 

· In fact, the first paid women firefighters emerged during the 1940s, fighting wildland fires and being paid for their service. 

· However, professional, salaried, and urban women firefighters did not emerge until the 1970s. 

Professional Women Firefighters Emerge: The 1960s-1970s 

· Women began to work in professional urban fire services in the 1960s and 1970s. 

· The first woman employed in a city fire department were Sandra Forcier Walden and Judith Livers Brewer of the Winston-Salem, North Carolina Fire Department (1973) and Arlington County, Virginia Fire Department (1974), respectively

· Nevertheless, the number of women joining the fire service nationwide throughout the 1970s remained low and growth was slow. 

· The San Antonio Fire Department added its first two women firefighters, Bodeil Wigen Burke, and Diana Chapa, in 1979

End Panel # 1



An Unusual Thing: The First Women in the San Antonio Fire Service

The first three women who entered the fire department, learned about the opportunity in different ways and entered the fire department for different reasons. Some learned of the opportunity through work colleagues, others through family members and newspaper adds. Regardless, they all took on a challenging and fulfilling career that no other women in San Antonio had attempted at that time. Their careers would not only shape the course of their lives, but also shape them as people and would forever change the San Antonio Fire Department. 



· Bodeil, who was married to a firefighter at the time, learned about the opportunity through firefighter colleagues who worked with her at Northeast Independent School District. She recalled how her coworkers joked that no woman had passed the fire department entrance exam, which motivated her to take the test. After passing the exam and doing the psychological evaluation, Bodeil realized that she wanted the challenging career of being in the fire service 

· Diana Chapa was just eighteen years old when her father saw the notice that the fire department was allowing women to take the fire entrance exam in the San Antonio Light. Young and athletic, Diana decided to try and get into the fire department 

· Belinda Nichols, who was a nineteen-year-old single mother, joined the fire department after her brother brought her a flyer which listed the qualifications, and she decided to try to get into the department. Her successful entry into SAFD in 1981 made her the first black woman to enter the department.

The first three women in the San Antonio Fire Department may have entered the department under different circumstances, but all of the experienced similar deficits of properly fitting uniforms, equipment and private facilities at fire stations upon their entry into the fire department in the 1970s and 1980s

End Panel # 2 



Uniforms and Gear- Change Over Time

The first women who entered the San Antonio Fire Department in the 1970s and 1980s were not provided properly fitting uniforms or equipment. Instead, women who entered the department during this period wore men’s uniforms and gear when training or on the job. Wearing uniforms and gear designed for men presented challenges for women, however, by the 1990s, the fire department began to meet the needs of its growing number of female firefighters by providing properly fitting gear and uniforms designed for them. Today, women firefighters in the department do not face the same challenges as their earlier counterparts. 

· Bodeil Wigen Burke recalled upon her entry into the fire training program in 1979 that, “They were not, they were not prepared at all.” She explained further, “They were kind of astounded to find out we needed smaller boots and smaller gloves yet, that was just during the training period.” We wore men’s uniforms. Everything was designed for men.” 

· Diana Chapa, who began fire training alongside Bodeil Wigen Burke in 1979, agreed that the fire department was ill prepared to employ women firefighters. She told me that, “No, not at all, not at all. For one thing, the gloves, leather gloves, they didn't have our size. We had to go outside their department to get the sizes.” 

· Belinda Nichols echoed her predecessors when I asked her about preparedness she told me, “I don’t think they were.” Interestingly, Belinda mentioned that at the time she joined, the fire department had no maternity leave policy, a different focus than her two predecessors

The struggles faced by the first three women who entered the San Antonio Fire Department regarding uniforms and gear remained the norm well into the 1980s, and only began to change towards the end of the decade and the early 1990s as more women entered the department and worked towards making properly fitting gear and uniforms a reality for themselves and those that followed them and as the fire service became increasingly professional,

· Connie Hall, who entered the San Antonio Fire Department in 1988, explained the uniform and gear situation she faced when she entered the department, “There were no women's uniforms, shoes, boots. You just made it work.” She explained further about the equipment, “And at the time I came in, nobody had their own helmets or mask, SCBA mask.” 

· Captain Georgia Rakowtiz, who entered the department in 1986, told me, “I don't think they were very well prepared…Our station uniforms were essentially men's clothing…Our structure firefighting gloves were men, the boots were men. It was all men's sizes, and so, that was a little difficult because it just fits women in a different way.” 

· Kristy Crenshaw, who also entered the department in 1988, remembered that the department had some items, but not others. She told me that, “You know, uniforms, yes. Like shoes, you know, my shoes were bigger, and even on my steel toed boots, I had to get brown boots and I had to dye them black because they weren't steel toed boots, you know, my size. Because I was probably the shortest one in the fire department when I came in.”

· Chief Brooke Hildreth, who entered the department in 1993, remembers getting personally fit for her gear in the early 1990s. She explained that, “So, you know, we did get custom fit for the gear. They measured us, and we did get gear that, you know. So, my gear actually fit fairly well. The boots weren't too bad.” 

Clearly, as more women entered the fire department, and it became clear that they weren’t going anywhere, women’s access to properly fitting uniforms and gear changed by the early 1990s. By the 2000s, 2010s, and 2020s, women interviewed expressed that they had access to all the properly fitting gear and uniforms they needed. The modern fire department understands that women form a significant portion of fire service personnel and provides proper gear and uniforms  

· Chelesea Sykes-Wenske, who entered the fire department in 2018, recalled that the fire department had the necessary gear and uniforms for women entering the department. She explained that, “As far as you know, if they were ready for us, or if they had the right equipment, or if they, you know, had the right metal locker space, you know, we've been pretty blessed to not have to go through what some of the other female firefighters had to when they, you know, the first and second female firefighters in the department.” “And, you know,” she continued, “I really think that the department has come a long way in making sure that, you know, they accommodate to both male and female because, you know, females are in the department, you know, they're not going anywhere.” 

· Stephanie Rico, who entered the department in 2020, expressed similar sentiments to her counterpart because she was able find the things she needed.



End Panel # 3



Facilities-Change Over Time

When women entered the fire department in 1979, most fire stations in the city did not have separate bathroom or sleeping facilities for any firefighters. Many stations had bathrooms with no locks on the bathroom doors, no doors on the bathroom stalls, and a single shared space where everyone slept at night. Women navigated these spaces with care by choosing what they wore tactfully, announcing their bathroom trips beforehand, and by using facilities at night after men had gone to bed. Today, every new fire station planned has private bathroom facilities and sleeping quarters for both men and women. 



· Bodeil Wigen Burke recalled her sleeping situation at her first station at No. 6s. She explained to me, “No. 6s upstairs dormitory at that time, was one big U shape. Nobody had a private room; the officers didn't have a private room. Everybody slept in the same room, and I slept right at the bottom of the U. So, everybody could see me, and I could see everybody. There were no locks on the bathroom doors and no doors on the bathroom stalls. So, it was very interesting restroom upstairs. Downstairs was one little, tiny restroom that I would use primarily.” Wigen Burke appreciated this arrangement, because although it wasn’t private, it helped her fit into her male colleagues’ world. Instead of standing out she wanted to fit in. 

· Diana Chapa agreed with Bodeil that no provisions were made for separate facilities for women when they entered the department. When asked about any changes made to facilities she said, “Not at all. Nothing changed. Nothing changed at all.” 



A lack of private facilities for women remained the norm throughout the 1980s and 1990s as more women joined the fire department. Like their older counterparts, women of the mid-late 1980s continued to adapt to the lack of facilities as best they could. 



· Captain Georgia Rakowtiz also bemoaned the lack of private facilities at the stations when she entered the department in 1986. She explained, “They didn’t have women’s restrooms… and I think there was not a lot of...a place for the women to have their privacy and stuff. And so, those things is basically what I saw when I first came in that they needed for sure.” 

· Connie Hall, who entered the department just two years later, concurred. She recalled how grateful she was that they put a lock on the bathroom door not long after she arrived at her station. She was just happy to have lock on the door and dividers between the stalls 

· Kristy Crenshaw echoed those who joined the department in the mid-late 1980s. “But we didn't have like different bathrooms,” she explained, “You walk into a bathroom, there were two stalls with no doors. The shower was in a closet, in the janitor closet, you know, and it just had a curtain. You know, they really weren't prepared for women to have separate facilities and stuff.” 



Access to private facilities largely depended on planning and new construction. Therefore, fire stations which had private facilities and bedrooms for all were likely slow to emerge. However, modern firefighters, whether male or female, now enjoy private facilities at newer stations they work at. Therefore, privacy and adequate facilities were more dictated by planning and construction. 

End Panel # 4 

Attitudinal Reception-Change Over Time 

Attitudes about women in the San Antonio Fire Department have changed since 1979. From the beginning, males’ attitudes about their female colleagues varied according to the circumstances. Oftentimes, their attitudes towards women were affected by factors such as her age, marital status, or fire station. Meanwhile, women’s experiences were shaped by factors such as their knowledge of the fire department and their attitude. No two women’s experiences are the same. Some women experienced hostility and harassment while others less so. Today, the fire department has changed, and no one doubts whether females belong or whether they can do the job. 



· Bodeil had an easier career than many of her female counterparts. After graduating from the fire academy, she was fortunate to work at a station where her male colleagues respected her and treated her fairly. They also trained her on the “tricks of the trade” of firefighting. Bodeil credits her first crew and captain for creating a more friendly environment at her first station than that of her counterpart, Diana Chapa. 

· Diana Chapa sensed hostility towards her while still at the training academy. She recalled that her colleagues there treated her poorly. She also told me that she felt that she knew that they [male colleagues] didn’t want women in the department. They could be mean to her, and some, though by no means all, were. Her colleagues hostile attitude made her more guarded in her speech and behavior in her early years in the service, but she eventually sensed change. Once she proved she could do the job and that she took it seriously, they were okay with her in the department. 

· Belinda Nichols sensed some tension upon her arrival into the fire department in 1981. She believed that the “jury was still out” for a lot of the men regarding women in the fire department. She said that there was, as always, an element that wanted to “push the envelope” but that for the most part there was a smooth transition “9 times out of 10” when she worked at a station



Consternation about women in the fire service, and occasionally hostility, remained the norm throughout the mid-late 1980s and early 1990s. This was likely because women in the department were still very rare during the 1980s and 1990s and the older generation of firefighters, many of whom believed women did not belong there, continued to work and hold positions of power in the department during this time period



· Captain Georgia Rakowtiz recalled a “wait and see” attitude from her male colleagues when she entered the fire department in 1986. She also recalled that many male firefighters weren’t convinced that women could do the job. Their minds would change, however, when she proved she took the job seriously and did it well

· Connie Hall recalled that her problems with males in the department came from the administration and officers at the time, not from the rank-and-file firefighters. 

· Kristy Crenshaw meanwhile had few problems when male attitudes within the department because she was raised with multiple brothers and was used to them walking around in their underwear or using profanity. 



The modern fire department has changed tremendously in the last 43 years. When speaking to younger fire service personnel, its clear that gender is no longer seen as an obstacle to being a firefighter, and that SAFD is a more inclusive and diverse organization than it was in 1979.

 

· Chelsea Sykes-Wenske told me that she had never had a gender issue personally and that her work colleagues automatically trusted her to do her job. 

· Stephanie Rico expressed similar sentiments and confirmed that she had not had a gender issue either. 



End Panel # 5



Each Woman on an Island: Navigating a Male Dominated Profession



When women joined the San Antonio Fire Department, they entered a man’s world. Even as more women joined the department, it was uncommon for them to be stationed together or work on the same shift. Therefore, many women found themselves navigating their profession and their workspace alone. Some decided to not make a fuss and to fit into that world as it was, while others pushed for change more openly. Still others tried to fit in with their colleagues by altering their personal habits and manners. Regardless, each woman did what was best for them to have a successful career. 



· One common tactic adopted by fire personnel interviewed was to adapt to their male dominated profession, not make the profession adopt to them. Bodeil Wigen-Burke explained her approach, “I was so.... I don't know, thrilled or grateful, I'm not sure exactly what, to be part of that world, I wasn't really trying to change it to make it fit me I wanted to fit into that world. So, at that time, it was, it was okay, you know.” Therefore, issues such as lack of women’s facilities, privacy, and properly fitting uniforms and gear mattered less to Bodeil than fitting into the fire service as it currently existed, not changing it to fit her or other women. Other women who entered the fire department in the 1980s and 1990s expressed similar sentiments

· Kristy Crenshaw expressed similar sentiments. She explained her mindset when she entered the department, “And, you know, we wanted the job. The three in our class, we wanted the job bad, and we would have done anything, put up with anything. You tell me to sleep in a closet, you know, we would have done anything to get in the fire department, we wanted it that bad. She explained later in the interview, “Like I said, I wasn't really looking for separate facilities. because I was so happy to be there.” Kristy, like Bodeil, was glad to have the job, she was not looking for the fire department to change on her account.



Other women adapted their behaviors and manners to fit in with their male colleagues. A few women tried to be “one of the guys” by burping, farting, or cussing more than they would have otherwise. Other women faced difficult decisions about whether to partake in activities such as drinking, knowing that their decision would affect how their male colleagues viewed them. Additionally, many women who entered the fire department from the 1970s-1980s also felt a need to prove themselves, and in doing so, gain acceptance from their male colleagues.

 

· Brooke Hildreth talked about how her behavior changed during her first years in the department in the 1990s, saying, “And early on, before I had figured out that no matter how much I was accepted as part of the crew, I'm never one of the men. You try really hard to fit in, and I may have tried too hard to fit in, to be one of the guys. And, you know, the foul language and the cussing and the...the horsing around the station that we would do and the bantering that went back and forth. I mean, sometimes it could get pretty, pretty raunchy, but you wanted to be a part of that because then that made you part of the crew.” Eventually, however, Chief Hildreth realized that the best way to navigate her profession was to be herself. 

· Connie Hall also talked about difficult choices she had to make to fit in or not fit in with her male colleagues. She recalled a scenario where a male coworker offered her a beer. She explained her conundrum this way, “So, I took a drink. I said, "Okay." And then they all went and drank their beer. You were in, and I did it. So, I broke the rules. I did it… It's a huge risk to take. One, you do it, endear yourself to the crew and be one of them Two, stand strong with don't break the rules, you have principles, you have this, and then be ostracized. So, there were countless, countless little tests like that if you will.” 

· Chief Hall also put how she and other women handled such situations into perspective when she said, “And it’s a personal decision each one of us had to make, you know. We had to decide what path we were going to take with it and how we were going to move along with it… Certainly, we can all look back on our careers and think I should have this, I could have that, I should have been better here, I should have reacted this way. But it is what it is, and we just did the best we could. Make decisions we made. So, I don't fault the women who made a stand. I don't fault the ones who didn't do anything back then. I don't fault the ones who get along, I don't fault the ones who tried to create, I don't any of that. We all, we were like on little islands.” 

End Panel # 6



Duties and Responsibilities in the Fire Service



Throughout their 43-year history in the San Antonio Fire Service, women have held many different ranks. From high-ranking battalion chiefs to rookie firefighters, the ten interviews captured a diverse range of women’s responsibilities in their jobs. In total, this project interviewed two battalion chiefs, one captain, one lieutenant, four engineers who retired from EMS, one pre-promotion firefighter, and one rookie firefighter from July 2021-November 2021. The panel below contains six narrators’ reflections on their duties in their jobs as members of the fire service



· All firefighters begin their careers as probationary firefighters. Probationary firefighters’ job is to learn as much as possible in training and through real life experience. Probationary firefighters also do grunt work at scenes and endure good natured agitation related to their “probie” status. Stephanie Rico described her role as, “When you come out, you're trying to really learn your job… So, eventually you catch on to it and you learn, but you ask as many questions as you can, you watch everybody around you. You're gonna be the one doing a lot of the work because you really need to learn, you know, what you're doing, what you're supposed to be doing, and what the correct way is.”

· After a firefighter’s probationary period ends, they become an ordinary firefighter. Chelsea Sykes Wenske, who was still working as a firefighter when interviewed, explained the various roles she fulfills including making sure your gear is ready in the morning, cleaning the truck, restocking the ambulance vehicle, and making sure all the vehicles work properly for calls.  

· After a firefighter promotes to the rank of engineer, they can join Emergency Medical Services (EMS). Andrea Vega works with her EMS partner at fire station No. 10s. She describes her work, “And you're just, you're making all of those calls. People call 9-1-1. Anywhere from a fall to cardiac arrest, shootings, stabbings, MVCs (Motor Vehicle Collision). We get called out for quite a bit… But a majority of the time we make, you know, breathing problems, asthma attacks. Despite the rigors of her job Andrea enjoys being in EMS. She explained that, “I do. I do. I know it sounds crazy... it's tough with some of the calls that come in because um...we can see that this patient probably might not need to go to (the) hospital by ambulance.” 

· After they leave EMS, many firefighters can either continue as an engineer or promote to officer ranks such as lieutenant, captain, or chief. Bodeil Wigen Burke retired as a lieutenant, and she described her job as, “The duties and responsibilities of a lieutenant are basically to do what the captain wants you to do. Because a lieutenant is a junior officer…So, as a lieutenant, your job is to file the reports. Make sure your crew's, everything, they do what they're supposed to do. That they've checked it off. They're able to operate all the equipment, that your vehicle's in good shape, that you've got enough gas, that your radio works, that everybody's dressed in, you know, the stuff they're supposed to be wearing for fires…To make sure your station is, you know, kept up and clean and got staple groceries.” 

· Another officer rank is captain. In the fire department each station has one or two captains who oversee the station’s day to day functions. There is also a captain who oversees fire and rescue at the airport. Captain Georgia Rakowitz was a captain at the airport. She explained her job there, "As a captain at the airport, it's a lot different than just in the fire department because I was the Aircraft Rescue Firefighting Commander there. My responsibility was a lot of administrative responsibilities and duties. At the airport, they have a lot of FAA regulations that you have to abide by for as the gear that your firefighters are wearing, the equipment that they're using, the number of firefighters you have on duty at a certain time, all of that. Because my responsibility there was to make sure all of my 31 firefighters were trained properly, had the proper gear to wear, had the proper tools and the proper vehicles. All to be able to respond to any emergency that happened at the airport. That was my job, doing inspections, logging in information, because we would get inspected every year by the FAA. And not only did we do of course, our training for being Aircraft Rescue firefighting, we had to be certified. We also kept up our firefighting training, and stuff like that.”

· On the other end of the spectrum are battalion chiefs, the highest rank achieved by any woman in SAFD, is an administrative position which requires battalion chiefs to manage personnel, visit the stations in their district, check on the welfare of other firefighters in their district, represent their firefighters in disciplinary matters, and manage large fire and/or accident scenes

End Panel # 7



Word from the Wise- Advice for Future Women in the Fire Service

At the conclusion of their interviews, each narrator was asked to offer advice for women considering a career in the fire service. Each woman provided unique advice on diverse subjects ranging from how to have positive relationships with male colleagues, to how to access national support networks and take advantage of professional development opportunities, to what type of attitude women should adopt to succeed in the fire service. The panel(s) that follow feature advice from each of the narrators who contributed to this project. 

· Bodeil Wigen Burke- “Be as strong as you can. Have a very thick skin and a good sense of humor.” 

· Diana Chapa- “Never try to be one of the guys because you will never be one of the guys. They will never accept you as one of the guys. The best thing to do is to be yourself and treat them how you want to be treated.” 

· Belinda Nichols- “Buckle up Buttercup. Yeah, it's a bumpy ride, but it's worth it… There's more good than bad. There's more up than down. It'll be hard work, but it'll be worth it.” 

· Georgia Rakowtiz- “Don't give up. If you really feel like you want to do this, don't give up.” 

· Connie Hall- “This is a manual labor job. You're coming into this, you're gonna do manual labor. That's what this job is. As a firefighter, that's what this job is, being physically fit. Don't come into it expecting for everyone to carry you. It's a team effort…But it's a manual labor job, prepare yourself physically. Prepare yourself emotionally because what you're going to see, what you're going to do, is not considered the norm…” 

· Kristy Crenshaw- “I would say pull your weightou can't look at yourself as being a woman in the fire department. You have to look at yourself as this is my team, these are my brothers, and we're going to all do it together.” 

· Brooke Hildreth- “Work hard. If you don't feel like you're getting the training that you need, get your training outside, kind of like I did, find other people who can help with (your career)…So, find those women, and have your core group of people that you can help get through the hard times, and help push you, and help you do better, help you study for promotion, whatever that is.” 

Chelsea Sykes-Wenske- “I mean, I would just say, you know, just do it. You know, you going is, you know, proving to yourself that you can do it, proving to everybody else that you can do it and showing that you deserve to be a firefighter, to be a first responder. So, I just, you know, I think you just sign up, take the test, and you just go out there and you give everything you have.”

· Stephanie Rico- “You know, remember how much you wanted it and carry that with you throughout your career. But definitely, for the women that want to be firefighters, go for it, you know, work hard for it, and they can do it too.” 



End Panel # 8 
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Abstract:

	Throughout the course of this project, I conducted nine oral histories with current and former women members of the San Antonio Fire Service from the 1970s-2020s. Then, these nine interviews were used to develop a detailed exhibit outline, outlining the different themes and sections featured in a hypothetical exhibit. Together, the nine oral history interviews and outline provide crucial insight into women’s experiences as fire service personnel in the San Antonio Fire Service. Touching on issues such as access to properly fitting uniforms and gear, male attitudes towards them, access to appropriate facilities, and how women navigated a male dominated profession, this project contributes significantly to our understanding of both the history of our local fire service and how that history compares with other fire services across the United States. 





























Project Description: 

The primary goal of this capstone project was to record the experiences and reflections of current and former fire service personnel to create an exhibit outline using their insights and memories gathered from the interviews. The initial scope of the project was ambitious and has been refined in the two years since its inception to an oral history collection accompanied by an exhibit outline as opposed to the original idea which included a fully complete virtual exhibit and an oral history collection. 

	The Women in the San Antonio Fire Service Oral History/Exhibit Outline Project consists of nine oral history interviews which I conducted from Summer 2021-Fall 2021, with nine current and former members of the San Antonio Fire Service. These members are Lieutenant Bodeil Wigen Burke, Engineer Diana Chapa, Engineer Belinda Nichols, Captain Georgia Rakowitz, Battalion Chief Connie Hall, Engineer Kristy Crenshaw, Battalion Chief Brooke Hildreth, Engineer Chelsea Sykes-Wenske, and Firefighter Stephanie Rico. Along with the nine narrators, the San Antonio Fire Department Museum has also been a crucial partner in this project from the beginning. They have provided research materials which introduced me to the historiography regarding women in fire and to the San Antonio Fire Department’s own history. Additionally, the museum’s staff, including historian Hector Cardenas and 2nd Vice-President Captain Georgia Rakowitz, provided critical support as well. Hector provided relevant material from his archive, and Captain Rakowitz arranged my initial meetings with the narrators, provided contact information for them, arranged interview space when needed, and was also one of the project’s narrators. Together, these stakeholders made this project possible.  

I first conceived this project with the fire museum in the Spring of 2021. At the outset, they provided me with initial research resources including two general histories of women in fire that helped me develop a historical background for the project about women in fire dating back to the 19th century and concluding in the late 20th century, as women began entering their professional urban fire departments in greater numbers. The museum also provided two sources about women in the San Antonio Fire Department, including a magazine article containing an interview with the department’s first two women firefighters published in 1980. Additionally, I also provided and/or recommended the Fire Museum with research sources I found while conducting my own separate research including the book, On the Line: Women Firefighters Tell Their Stories, written by firefighter and historian of women in fire, Linda F. Willig, who collected the memories and perspectives of women in fire services across the United States. I also gave them several “Women in the Fire Service” handbooks prepared by various authors in the 1990s and an early survey (1980) of women firefighters across the United States conducted by firefighter and historian, Terese M. Floren. I used these resources to develop my oral history questions. 

I began drafting my oral history questions based on topics and themes explored in the secondary literature I acquired. For example, in On the Line: Women Firefighters Tell Their Stories, Linda F. Willing recalled that when she first joined her fire service in the City of Boulder, Colorado in 1981, she did not have a properly fitting uniform or gear. In fact, she wrote, that it would be years before the fire service provided her with appropriately fitting equipment and uniforms. Additionally, I used Terese M. Floren’s 1980 survey, which covered topics such as access to uniforms and equipment, access to private facilities, and experiences of discrimination, to compare Willing’s own reflections with survey results to better understand general trends among women in the fire service in the early 1980s. After examining these sources, I then developed questions I believed would further our understanding of these issues within the San Antonio Fire Service. I developed the other questions using similar methods. I also drew ideas for questions directly from Willing’s book such as questions regarding station life, memorable runs/calls, and obstacles faced in their careers. Finally, I also collaborated with Captain Georgia Rakowitz, the museum’s 2nd Vice President, and one of the project’s narrators, to review the questions prior to finalizing them. She in turn reviewed them with Battalion Chief Brooke Hildreth, and after their approval, I emailed them to the project’s nine narrators.

The nine interviews were recorded between July 2021 and November 2021. However, I only began editing transcripts in the Summer of 2022. I used all nine interviews to write the exhibit outline featured as an artifact in this capstone rationale. Two complete oral history interviews serve as artifacts in this project as well. Together, the nine interviews contributed to our understanding of the history of the San Antonio Fire Service by revealing and exploring themes such as change over time, navigating a male dominated profession, and the duties and responsibilities of women in the fire service. These nine interviews, and the themes and subthemes they explore, add greatly to our understanding of women in the San Antonio Fire Service. They reveal the different strategies and attitudes women adopted to succeed in their jobs and to get along with their male coworkers, the diverse obstacles they faced during their careers, the many different joys they experienced during their time in the fire service, and how the fire service changed their lives and them as well. The next stage of the project, the exhibit outline phase, was when I began to analyze the interviews and draw out themes and subthemes that I could use to develop my exhibit outline. 

The exhibit design period was a lengthy phase, lasting from August 2022 to December 2022. Throughout this phase I read books such as Beverley Serrell’s Exhibit Labels: An Interpretive Approach and John Summers’ Creating Exhibits That Engage: A Manual for Museums and Historical Organizations to learn more about the exhibit design process. In addition, I arranged an independent study with my graduate program director to better support my exhibit design process through biweekly readings, discussions, and assignment deliverables. Through the course I developed a big idea for my exhibit, flushed out its themes and subthemes by analyzing oral history transcripts and discussing said themes with my professor, discussed best practices for writing exhibit text, prepared samples of exhibit section introductions, and finally, prepared a detailed exhibit outline complete with sample section introductions as well as oral history quotes and excerpts meant to give readers an idea of the themes and content a fully realized exhibit might have included. However, because a public display was not created as part of the project, and because the oral histories will not be made available via YouTube or other platforms, the public reach of the project is limited. 

The public reach of the Women in the San Antonio Fire Service Oral History and Exhibit Outline Project was limited by two factors: the lack of a public display and the wishes of the narrators who were interviewed for the project. As explained above, the initial scope of this project was ambitious and included a completed exhibit for the San Antonio Fire Department Museum. However, the project’s scope was narrowed in December 2022 after the completion of my exhibit outline from my independent study course. Additionally, while sharing the oral histories via an online platform such as YouTube or Facebook would have been ideal, I ultimately decided not to post the oral histories online or make them readily available to the public to better protect the privacy of the project’s narrators, many of whom expressed concern about having their interview shared online to my partner, Captain Rakowitz. Therefore, while this decision limited the public reach of the project, it served the greater purpose of respecting narrators’ wishes.  
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