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“Back Story” is a collection of drawings and watercolors created across the four years I spent as 
Artist-in-Residence for the Santa Monica Fire Department. This artist’s book is part of a larger 
art project that includes 17 art glass panels that are integrated into the new Santa Monica Fire 
Station #1. 

I became SMFD’s unofficial Artist-in-Residence in 2015, going on ride-alongs and having 
conversations with firefighters as I visited the (old) Station #1 to develop ideas for paintings that 
would animate the interior windows of the new building. I had a Hollywood-influenced view of 
firefighting as nonstop heroic adventure. As I spent time getting to know the men and women of 
SMFD, I became interested in parts of the Fire Service I hadn’t thought about before: What makes 
someone choose this dangerous career? Could I have been a firefighter? How hard is it to get 
hired? How does it impact your family to work this demanding schedule? How do firefighters deal 
with sleep being interrupted all night? Is it scary to do such dangerous work? How do people cope 
with the traumatic things they see and experience on the job?

I started recording conversations over meals at the station, frequently interrupted by the chimes 
alerting a company to suit up and head out on a call. Firefighters famously do not like to complain, 
and they really love the job. I conducted interviews anonymously, often round-table style, to 
encourage people to answer my questions candidly. In this book, where a quote accompanies a 
portrait of a specific person, the individual depicted in the drawing is not necessarily the same 
person who shared their story or insight.

I accompanied firefighters on paramedic calls at the beach and downtown, in cramped apart-
ments, at Metro stations, at senior care facilities. We responded to car accidents, bike accidents, 
elevator rescues, and sometimes small fires. I spent a day with the Fire Inspector, entering Santa 
Monica businesses to make sure signs, exits and extinguishers complied with the fire code. I 
visited the Fire Academy, watching recruits set fires in the training structures and practice putting 
them out.

As you read, I hope you can imagine yourself in my place, drinking coffee, listening to stories, 
jumping up to ride along on a call in a borrowed “turnout” jacket, and trying to understand a life 
so different from mine. 

Deborah Aschheim
March 2020
Pasadena, California 
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INTRODUCTION

The Santa Monica Hose and Ladder Company was founded on March 22, 1889. For the past 131 
years, the Santa Monica Fire Department has served the community with dedication, integrity and 
pride. In that spirit, we are honored to host Deborah Aschheim as our Commissioned Artist for a 
state-of-the-art fire station located in the heart of downtown Santa Monica.

Station #1 serves the core of the City. It was built with three key concepts in mind: Transparency, 
Community and Pride. At first glance, from the front apron of the station, you will notice these 
values. To the left, the glass encased Community Meeting Room and lobby are filled with a 
collection of historical firefighting memorabilia. Directly in front of you are six apparatus bays of 
impeccably maintained equipment. We care for this equipment as if it were our own.  Finally, the 
entire building is made of glass, allowing our community to see who we are and what we do.  A 
fire station is our home and we welcome you to visit.

It was critical to the fire department membership that any artwork placed within the building 
represented our values and the pride we take in service. Deborah’s artwork beautifully 
captured these values. The transparent glass artwork in and around the Community Meeting 
Room illuminates what we value most: our people. There are brilliantly captured images of our 
firefighters in action, transformed into panes of glass, that demonstrate the pride we all have in 
serving this great community. In the hallways of the second floor, Deborah donated the sketches 
she drew as an Artist-in-Residence during nearly four years she spent in our fire stations, our 
administrative facilities and on ride alongs with our firefighters. The investment Deborah made 
in getting to know our mission, our commitment and our people resulted in a remarkable artistic 
display.

We hope you enjoy Back Story as much as you enjoy the artwork in Fire Station #1. It is our honor 
and privilege to serve you from such a spectacular new Community Fire Station.

Respectfully,

Tom Clemo
Deputy Fire Chief
Santa Monica Fire Department
 



I love coming to work. I love it. 
It doesn’t feel like a job sometimes.

I wanted a small department, 
I wanted to know everyone.



That’s my favorite thing: every day is completely different. You come to work and you have no idea 
what’s going to happen or what you’re going to have to do or how the day’s going to play out.





I think we all have that drive to run into a 
building that everyone else is running out of. 





Tell me about life in the Fire Department.







We always respond immediately if there’s a call. We’ll shut the burners off and turn the oven 
off. We don’t leave the cook behind because we like to have all our personnel respond to an 
emergency.



My wife will say, Why are you eating so fast? And I say, I’m just programmed to eat fast because 
at work you need to kind of shovel it down so you can be ready to run a call and not be hungry.





What happens on a call?
What happens at a fire?





Obviously, when there’s a fire, we train to go in, and your body is telling you to run out. There’s the 
heat and the smoke and it’s a very uncomfortable environment.  

A lot of times when you go in, you can’t see. 

We train to read smoke patterns. They’re called flow paths. If you were to keep your door open 
and there’s a fire inside the room, the flow path  would draw in good oxygen, air, at the lower part 
of the room.  So that’s where you see us crawl in. They call it tenable.  If you increase the amount 
of airflow and oxygen to the fire, the fire’s going to increase and consume products.  It’s going to 
combust. If you shut the door, you cut off that oxygen supply and then the fire wouldn’t be able to 
grow.

So as a firefighter, it’s kind of unnatural to take a hose line through the front door and shut the 
door behind you. You shut the door enough to really restrict the oxygen. 

Those are some of the things that we train on.

You want to stand up in a fire. You want to move quickly, especially when you start to get 
uncomfortable. We train to stay low. We also train to be quick. We have little things that keep us 
oriented inside a fire. You can’t see at all. 

The fires I’ve been on, you crawl in and you just see orange flames. It can be the couch, or the 
entertainment center, everything starts catching fire at some point. What’s dangerous is the 
smoke. That black smoke can actually auto-ignite and create what’s called a flashover. You could 
die. That’s why we have to cool everything down.

We do things a certain way. When you’re checking the door, automatically you start from the 
bottom and you go up because heat rises. You don’t just grab the doorknob. You check if there’s 
heat because it could be a metal doorknob and you burn your hand. You train until it just becomes 
what they call muscle memory. We’re real quiet; we’re listening for victims. 

We train every day. We train every shift.





Triage is a very organized process. You have to be able to go through and quickly identify the need 
for treatment and categorize the people: are they dead, do they need immediate attention, are 
they critical, are their injuries minor or moderate.

You’ll say, “Everyone who can get up and walk, I need you to walk over to this green tarp.” You 
might get twenty eight people who stand up and move over. They may have an exposure from a 
gas leak or something. They may be lightheaded. And then you’ll see you have two people left who 
are more critical.

These are tactics for when we can’t individually hook each person of the thirty up to the monitor, 
because it will delay the time for getting to the next person.





After a fire, we do a post-incident action report. We get together and the Captains talk about the 
assignment and their strategy, so everyone can learn from the event — what could we have done 
to make it better.

Sometimes we make mistakes, and it’s just a sacred place to say, “Hey, I messed up on this. Maybe 
no one saw it, but I want to point out, if you get in this situation, I learned from this.”







It’s not like you’re bursting into burning buildings and pulling babies out and saving people every 
day. In some ways it’s not what I expected.

I might be making more of a difference than I realize, when I comfort somebody, splint their arm, 
give them morphine when they break their arm. Comforting people, comforting their loved ones 
when they’re concerned. A lot of it is just treating people right.











How does the Department work?





This guy, the engineer, has the hardest job: getting us there. He has to have the address by the 
time we get downstairs because there can’t be a delay.

We all have time to kind of focus, wake up, give ourselves a second before we get there and are 
expected to be at peak performance, but the engineer doesn’t have time to process.

We are all getting suited up and ready to go but he has to know how to get there quickly and safely.

I try to get to bed as early as I can. They make fun of me. I go to bed as early as I can to make sure 
that I’m as well rested as I can be because everybody’s lives are in my hands. I’m normally the 
first one into bed.



When we go to major incidents, whether it’s a big fire or a car accident, the battalion chief gets on 
scene and commands those resources that are on scene. I give different assignments to different 
people to mitigate the incident. I’m in charge of overall accountability for where everybody is.  We 
don’t want to lose anybody.

I have a command post in the back of my Suburban. I develop a strategy in my head for what I want 
to do, and I have the engines and the trucks deploy and start doing their tasks.

We have six engines in the city, and a ladder truck and two paramedic ambulances. If I’m running 
an incident and a paramedic call comes in from over on the beach, dispatch will communicate to 
me: we’re out of resources in the City of Santa Monica, we’ve notified Los Angeles. They’ll come 
in and help us out with running calls. We work together. Whatever we need from L.A. City, they’ll 
come and help us out.







If there’s a major incident, we’ll have all the Captains go back and write an After Action Review 
of what they did. The training division will collect all that information and put it out to the troops: 
what we did right, what we did wrong and how we can improve.

If we have an incident that’s not super significant but just something we want to talk about, we’ll 
get everybody together and do a debrief.





I want to know more about the administrative 
side of the Fire Service…

THE FIRE INSPECTOR





I enforce the fire code in Santa Monica.

When I go to a building, I inspect the entire 
building. I go everywhere because a fire can 
start anywhere.

I love the fire service. I like our mission. I 
like that we’re an all-hazard department, so 
whatever the emergency is, we’re going to 
send somebody. I like being a part of that, on 
the pro-active prevention side.

I’m never going to ask you to do something 
that isn’t really necessary.

Almost everything in the code was born out 
of a tragedy. So it’s easy to explain why I need 
someone to correct a code violation.





When did you know you wanted to be a firefighter?

BECOMING A FIREFIGHTER





One of my earliest memories was a big fire in our backyard in a eucalyptus grove. 
 
I saw firemen running through backyards and my neighbors grabbing buckets, trying to help the 
firemen out. To see a fire firsthand in my backyard, the rigs coming in and lines running through 
people’s backyards, that attracted me early on. I was about 3 or 4 and I knew I wanted to be a 
fireman.

I would do track and volleyball, as opposed to wrestling or football, to make sure I didn’t injure 
myself because I didn’t want to ruin my career. I did everything possible to make sure I got into 
firefighting. I was a fireman at 18. I was always gung ho. That was always my number one love, 
firefighting.





I used to be a software engineer, I got my degrees in that. I was happy with that career, but it didn’t 
seem to be fulfilling enough. It seemed like there might be something else out there. 

Once I started down this path, a lot of people were really happy and excited for me but my mom, in 
particular, was not excited because of the danger. She doesn’t want me to be burned; she doesn’t 
want me to be injured; she doesn’t want me to die in a fire. 
 
My father actually had a different reaction. He was more concerned with the emotional impact of 
seeing some of the things that I was going to see, because I’m a pretty sensitive person and you 
can’t unsee some of those things. You might never want to see people suffering that way. 



I’m from a very small town in Northern California, no gas station, no high school, one store, one 
bar. My dad was the assistant fire chief there for about 25 years. 

My dad’s a carpenter. They all had day jobs. If you wanted to help and participate in the community, 
you  joined the fire department because that’s what the fire department does: they put on barbecues, 
they put on fundraisers, they go to houses to provide medical aid. There are not a lot of fires there, 
but they go to solve problems.







FIRE ACADEMY



The Academy is 18 or 19 weeks. You have to have your EMT already and you have to be physically 
fit.  You have to pass a test. But other than that, you don’t have to have any previous fire experience.

There is physical activity every morning and we have PT together, run the stairs, run on the beach. 
Then all day in full turnouts with our gear, throwing ladders, laying out the hose, and training 
every day to go into fires. Each week will have different themes. One week we’ll have the truck and 
engine section, then we’ll do HAZMAT and wildlands, then vehicle extrication, so that any kind of 
call you’ll go on, you will have had that experience. It’s very rigorous.

At night you go home and you study. It’s hands-on all day and then you go home and read how a 
fire hydrant works and how the stand pipes work in high rises, for example. They’re asking you 
questions as you’re performing your duties, like how many floors of a high rise. You’re getting 
quizzed on everything all day.

I’ve never been pushed so hard physically in my life. 











After the academy you’re on probation?  
How long does it last? 

PROBATION



Once you make it through the Academy, you start probation. And you could basically be fired at 
any time. There are people who get fired after a few shifts. There are people who get fired the day 
before their year is up. 
 
They’ve been watching you closely, detailing everything you’ve done, your attitude, your 
performance on drills, how you interact with the other members of your department. There’s an 
intense amount of scrutiny.  
 



I had a big learning curve in the beginning, 
just being able to think of things like a 
firefighter and being able to manipulate 
tools that I’d never used before. I was 
terrified that I was going to be fired: Am I 
going to lose my job because I can’t get this 
skill figured out, or if they don’t approve of 
how I’m doing it, or what if I make a serious 
mistake? What if I drop a ladder or do 
something like that, am I going to get fired? 





A lot of my class was fired. 

We had somebody a few years ago who got fired the day before 
the end of his probation. 

It doesn’t serve us to fire the guy, because we lose somebody 
that we spent a whole year training. It’s not a thing that we 
celebrate. If he doesn’t fit, we don’t want him or her here for 
30 years. But at the same time, we don’t want to lose someone 
who just needs a little bit more help.



The City of Santa Monica, when I came on the job, was a quiet little beach community. We ran 
6,000 calls a year. Now we’re up to close to 18,000. 



The demographics of the city: you’ve got the 10 Freeway ending here. You’ve got Route 66, you’ve 
got PCH. You’ve got high-rises, you’ve got some of the wealthiest residents in California living in 
ten million dollar homes on the North Side, and the poorest of the poor. It has everything.

I chose to come to the Santa Monica Fire Department. Santa Monica has everything that you could 
possibly imagine that you could do in the fire service: it has HazMat training, urban search and 
rescue, and the firefighting aspect. There are opportunities to be part of a strike team deployed 
out to assist other agencies with wildfires or large incidents, and to be involved in mutual air 
responses throughout the state for brush firefighting. And we have the paramedic program.





CHALLENGES AND SACRIFICES





We definitely came in naïve as far as the impact, both positively and negatively, that being a 
firefighter has on a marriage and family.

My wife was a school counselor. She’s got a master’s degree as well. We have four little kids now. 
Her sacrifice is just as big, giving up what she wanted to do. I don’t think we knew exactly the 
impact that it would have on my wife — the difficulty of being alone with the kids for five days.

I don’t know how she does it. I’ll do it for a day or two by myself and it’s really a challenge. When I 
am at the station, I Skype and read to the kids over Facetime just to make sure that I’m continuing 
the relationship.

I’m here for 5 days; that’s the maximum you can do. It’s tiring, just to be “on.” Even when you’re 
not on a call, the stress level is elevated because you know that at any moment you could be in 
the midst of an extremely tragic situation and having to make split second decisions. There’s just 
always a level of stress that weighs on you.

It’s hard on a family. There are reasons there’s a pretty high divorce rate.



At home they expect you to participate! They’ve been doing it all without you, so what are you going 
to do. You can’t go home and be absent. You were just absent yesterday.



I’m not sure if I was ever truly aware that my Dad was gone for half of my life until I grew up. 

My mom always had to be the bad cop, in a way, because the “hero” comes home and everyone is 
all excited. I’m sure that is not necessarily the role that my mom wanted to have always assumed.





On my shift, I’m the only female at the station. I’m the only female on, today, in the fire department.

I’m going to hold myself to a higher standard regardless of how other people see me. I just 
naturally am not going to have the muscle mass that men have, even a man of my weight. I have to 
be a superfit woman. That’s just how it is. I want to be somebody that people can count on. 

The community looks at you as a kind of hero, it makes you want to be worthy of that image. I walk 
into your house. You’re trusting me to take care of you and your family, to be honest, to do the right 
thing, to be competent, and do a good job. That’s a pretty big honor.

Being a role model for girls, it matters to me. I want to set a good example and I want to pave 
the way for other women so they have a good experience. I want the guys here to have a good 
experience working with a female firefighter. I want to make it a little bit easier for the women 
that follow me.

WOMEN FIREFIGHTERS





TRAUMA

How do you handle the traumatic things that happen?

You have to find some way to process the calls or else they start to build up. On scene you need 
to be sharp and focused. But later you might go through what happened and think, wow, that was 
really upsetting. For a normal human being, that would be really upsetting.

You want to separate work and home. You don’t want to take some of the stuff that we see and the 
stuff that we deal with… you don’t want to take that home. When I get home, that’s my family time. 

I don’t think any of us are truly good at separating the two.

I don’t share it. I very rarely share it.

 

 





I know in my career at some point you kind of put yourself in a box: I’m a rescuer. I can never be 
someone who needs to be rescued.

It makes it really hard to ask for help when you’re struggling. 

One of the hazards is a really high incidence of firefighter suicide. A lot of the stuff that you deal 
with on the job just starts to get to you eventually.

I like to let my wife know the reality of what we do. 

If I’m acting a certain way because we had a lot of really bad experiences lately, I’m able to tell her 
that.  It helps me decompress and also builds that trust when she knows what’s really happening 
at work. I like to let her know that there are certain things I need her help with.

My husband is also a paramedic so he knows what’s going on. We can talk shop. I can talk to him 
about starting an IV on a baby. I share a lot with him and I also talk with a therapist.





THE CHAPLAIN PROGRAM 

I’m an engineer and I’m also one of the chaplains. I’ve led critical incident and stress debriefing 
sessions. As a fire department, we’re really trying to focus on mental health.  

After a traumatic incident, say a fire engine goes on a call and they lose somebody, or something 
about it is traumatic, the Captain will take the engine company out of service. 

We’ll have down time for the next hour. As a crew we will sit together and talk. And then sometimes 
as a chaplain, I will create an environment of authenticity and speaking the truth, acknowledging 
that the experience is painful, and it’s OK to feel what you’re feeling. 

That really opens the door for everyone to feel. A lot of the time I’m facilitating conversation. When 
things are out in the open, they have a lot less power. When you hold things in and repress the 
emotion, that’s when things can fester and the dysfunction can become greater. 

Trauma can be just like a fire — when you get it at the beginning, the impact is a lot less.



I am a licensed minister. I volunteer as a chaplain. I have been doing it since 2011 when the  
chaplain program first started. The chaplain is on an on-call basis. Usually when one of the 
Captains calls, it is a crisis moment.

The fireman’s whole mission is the physical person or patient. But there are really two patients: 
there’s often an emotional, mental and spiritual patient too. When someone’s had a stroke and 
their wife is there, they’ve been married for 30 years and she’s in a panic mode, I say: Can I get you 
a blanket? Can I call someone for you?

My very first chaplain phone call was because a man committed suicide. When I arrived on scene, 
the Chief asked, “Could you please talk to the first person who came on the scene?” The moment 
a traumatic experience happens, I try to get the person to talk about it so we can implement tools 
to cope and deal with the stress, and have a game plan of how to go forward with this new normal.

Some people could be spiritual, so I often throw out the question, “Do you pray?” And this 
particular person said, “Well, I’m Muslim,” and I said, “No problem, would you like me to contact 
your mosque? Would you like me to contact the Imam to pray with you?” He said no. So I said, “OK, 
I’m a Christian. Would you mind if I pray for you?” And he said, “I would really appreciate that.” 
And so I prayed a simple prayer out loud for him.

On any given day, if I go to a person and ask: “Can I pray for you?” They might say: “No, I don’t 
need it.” But when they go through that bad traumatic moment, I’ve never had someone turn 
down a prayer if I’ve offered. They say, “I’ll take whatever I can that might help. At this moment I 
am broken.”

Sometimes my chaplain call is just to show up, shut up and do nothing. Just be there. It’s just a 
moment of compassion. You don’t need to be alone in this dark moment in your life.











Tell me about some of the great satisfactions 
of this work…





We do good every day. It may be a massive heart attack. A guy’s having crushing chest pains and 
we’re there to give him meds within 2 minutes of it happening. We get him to the hospital and he’s 
in the catheter lab getting open heart surgery in 10 minutes. We literally just saved his life. 

It may be an allergic reaction. We have meds that stop that right now. It goes from not being able 
to breathe to being fine. That stuff is obviously amazing.

We love fighting fires and we do it well when we do it. But I love being a paramedic and the day to 
day impact. 

One time we had an infant that had a pretty severe reaction to a procedure he was having at the 
doctor’s office. He stopped breathing. And just being able to get there quickly, to start to breathe 
for the baby, and to rapidly transport him to the hospital. It was great to have the outcome be 
positive.

It’s those times when all the training, the sleepless nights, all the hard work, all the energy you 
invest into being the best that you can be at your job, at that point it’s all worth it. The personal 
sacrifice or the time away from your family, this is the pinnacle of why I do what I do. And you did 
it as a team.

It’s amazing how helping other people is so positive for yourself. I don’t think you go into firefighting 
to do it selfishly. It’s not like I’m going to help you to help me, but when you genuinely help people 
you are rewarded for it as well.









You really are like a family. You watch each other grow up: Get married, have kids, you watch the 
hair get grayer, watch the wrinkles come in, and you really are a family. And you have some people 
you might butt heads with, just like a family.

I’ve always thought of having a purpose and actually seeking to be someone who helps other 
people. Now that I’m retired, it doesn’t mean my purpose isn’t the same, it’s just that the path 
of being a firefighter fulfilled my purpose. That’s the part I kind of miss the most. I felt like I was 
actively always doing my purpose.





I hope firefighting doesn’t change and become just a job. We care so much about what we do. We 
care so much about the people.
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