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Being a firefighter is about much more than  
 putting out flames. 

Lakota Beckhorn, 32, knows this firsthand. 

“If you’re getting into this to fight fires, you’re not 
in it for the right reasons,” the Arvada resident said. 
“You need to be in it because of the community 
involvement and being a public servant. That is 
our job.” 

In March 2016, Beckhorn joined West Metro Fire 
Rescue, a full-service agency covering more than 
130 square miles across Jefferson and Douglas 
counties and serving nearly 280,000 residents. 

But her path to the fire service 
was not clear-cut. 

Beckhorn graduated with a 
degree in anthropology and 
focus in archaeology, and be-
gan working in developmental 
therapy for adults and children 
with mental health disorders. 
After that, she ended up doing 
industrial electrical work. 

Each job was quite different, 
but both demonstrate a piece 
of what Beckhorn loves and of 
what she has found in the fire 
service – a passion for service 
and for hands-on work. 

From 2011 to ‘15, the annual 
average number of women 
working as career firefighters 
in the United States was 13,750. 
That is less than 5 percent of 
all career firefighters. At West 

Metro, there are five women out of nearly 400 
firefighters. 

“Youth tend to do and move towards what they 
see. And that is they want to see somebody like 
themselves in these positions,” Beckhorn said. “If 
young girls only grow up seeing firefighters as 
being firemen, it’s a big jump for them to make to 
say, ‘I can do this, too.’”

To help combat this problem, Beckhorn worked 
with Rachel Kohler of West Metro and female 
firefighters from Arvada Fire Protection District 
to create Camp Ember, an immersive fire-based 

camp for teenage girls. 

West Metro Chief Don Lombardi commended this 
effort and agreed that the department needs to 
reach girls earlier and do a better a job in recruit-
ing women. 

“The more that we have, the better we can serve,” 
he said. “They bring a different set of eyes. They 
bring a different point of view. … That makes us a 
better, more rounded organization to provide the 
best service we can.” 

Being new to the department, Beckhorn tends to 
migrate toward the busiest stations for her 48-

West metro firefighter
combatting not just fires, but gender barrier
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hour shifts when possible. She appreciates the 
experience and understands the importance of 
gaining muscle memory and exposure. 

“They can train you on how to go into fi res, and 
that’s awesome. And they can send you to para-
medic school and teach you how to be a para-
medic, and that’s great, too,” she said. “But when 
it comes down to it, our scope is so wide – with 
critical thinking and problem solving and being 
resourceful – that experience is going to be your 
greatest teacher.” 

All West Metro fi refi ghters are required to attend 
paramedic school. In early 2018, Beckhorn graduat-
ed as valedictorian.

In her time on staff , Beckhorn can remember a 
particularly rewarding medical call where being a 
female may have given her an edge. A young man 
with mental health issues wasn’t reacting well to 
a masculine presence, she said. Weeks prior, in a 
similar scenario, the patient injured several male 
police offi  cers during a mental health episode. 

Knowing her co-workers had her back in an 
emergency, Beckhorn jumped in willingly to try 
and help.  

“One of the interesting parts of having women 
involved in public service is that we just do things 
diff erently,” she said. “ … I walked up to this 

 individual, and I introduced myself. .... I took his 
hand, we started talking.

“Simple things like that, making an appropriate 
gesture and an appropriate touch, can go a really 
long way.” 

Firefi ghters spend a lot of time together and often 
risk their lives as a team. Through West Metro, 
Beckhorn has gained hundreds of brothers and a 
few sisters.  

Diff erences are important to the success of the 
department, but perhaps equally so is the under-
standing of commonality. Within every fi refi ghter 
is courage, resourcefulness, compassion and a 
knack for public service. 

“I don’t need anybody to change and accommo-
date me being here,” Beckhorn said, refl ecting 
on what she hopes her male counterparts 
understand. “ … We both got into the same 
workforce. We have plenty of commonalities. 
Let’s focus on that.

“For women getting into (fi refi ghting), we may 
tend to try and compare ourselves to our male 
counterparts. Instead, you need to realize that, 
again, this job is so diverse. … Find what you bring 
to the table and hold strong to that.”  �

West Metro Firefi ghter, Continued
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SENIOR EQUIPMENT OPERATOR
pushing past the stereotypes

By Deborah Swearingen 

Staff  Writer 

Jennifer Espiritu is used to 
people telling her she 
doesn’t look like an equip-

ment operator when they fi nd 
out she drives a 45,000-pound 
motor grader for a living. 

“People are shocked because of 
my size,” the petite 49-year-old 
said. “They’re expecting to see 
some big, burly guy. The stereo-
type, you know.” 

Because of this, Espiritu hopes 
she can be a role model for 
others and encourage young 
people — both female and 
male — to follow their dreams. 
It can be challenging to step 
outside of that comfort zone, 
but those who do stand to reap 
the benefi ts. 

Espiritu has worked for Jeff er-
son County Road and Bridge 
for about 13 years. She lives in 
Littleton but works out of the 
south shop in Conifer. When she started with the 
county, she was a temporary seasonal employee, 
working to control traffi  c at construction sites. But 
throughout the years, she worked her way up. 
Now, she is one of nine senior equipment opera-
tors with Jeff co and the only female.

Though she has been operating the motor grader 
for about fi ve years, she’s still pretty new to it.

“We have operators that have been running grad-
ers for 20 years that still learn new things,” said Joe 
Manchen, Jeff co Road and Bridge supervisor.

But he said Espiritu showed a willingness to learn 
and an ability to operate the machinery that has 
made her successful.

Every day looks a bit diff erent for Espiritu, and 
that’s part of what she loves about the job. Each 
morning, she arrives at the shop, learns her assign-
ment for the day and heads out to the site. On 
snowy days, she plows and clears snow from grav-
el roads in the area. Other days, she’s out forming, 
maintaining and capping roads. Furthermore, if 
there is a fl ood or fi re, the Road and Bridge de-
partment can be called out to provide emergency 
support.

Overall, the job can be a lonely one, and it’s some-
thing those interested should consider. 

“On most days, if you don’t have a major project 
going on, you’re really going to be out by your-
self,” Manchen said. 

Additionally, a signifi cant amount of preparation 
is required. Espiritu dresses warm and said she 
makes sure to keep extra supplies, including spare 
fuel, clothes, water, food, muck boots and more, in 
her truck at all times. 

Learning to drive a huge piece of equipment is a 
challenge, but Espiritu credits her supervisor and 
co-workers for continuing to show her the ropes 
in a fast-paced environment. For others, Espiritu 
suggests patience and cognizance. 

“Be aware of your surroundings at all times,” she 
said, “because that machine can cause a lot of 
damage real quick if you’re not paying attention.

“Every road’s a challenge. … There’s diff erent 
techniques to use, diff erent approaches to use. … 
When frustration comes, you’ve really just got to 
step back and take a break.” 

Operating equipment can be intimidating for 
anyone, but particularly so for women, 
who may not see many of their peers 
in the business. 

“You know back in the older days, it was 
considered a man’s generation of work,” 
Manchen said. “But it’s not so much that 
way anymore. Women that are interested
 … need to just jump in and try it.”

Espiritu echoed this thought. 
She advises anyone 
interested to go for it.

“Do it. You may hit bumps 
in the road, but that’s 
the learning curve of life,” 
she said. “Just keep 
pressing on. … 
Follow your dreams. 
Even if they change, 
follow them.”   �

Photo by Chancey Bush | For Evergreen Newspapers
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Despite years in 
the aviation 
industry, Erika 

Armstrong still feels 
a thrill the moment 
a plane she is pilot-
ing breaks through 
the clouds and 
levels off.

“It’s indescribable, 
right? … You get 
that feeling of 
speed going over 
the top of the 
clouds,” she said. 

Armstrong, 49, of 
Conifer, spent years 
piloting corporate 
planes and worked 
with Northwest 
Airlines, which 
ultimately became 
Delta Airlines. Now, 
she works as an 
aviation professor at 
Metropolitan State 
University of Denver and for a company called 
Advanced Air Crew Academy, which provides 
high-level training for corporate pilots. 

In an industry that remains highly male-dominated 
— just under 7 percent of all pilots in the United 
States are female, according to the Federal Avia-
tion Administration — Armstrong hopes to shape 
perspective and set an example 
for women interested in aviation. 

“What I’m trying to do is change 
perception,” she said. “Last se-
mester, I had 65 students. Only 
three of them were women. … 
And of those three women, none of them wanted 
to be pilots. 

“When you stop seeing women being interviewed 
for it, then we know that we made it. It’s no big 
deal. That’s what I’m striving for.” 

Likely because she had never seen a female pilot, 
Armstrong never considered the aviation industry 
when pondering future careers. But after she got 
a college job working the front desk at the Flying 
Cloud Airport in Minnesota, she began to see it as 
a possibility.

Aviation is competitive, and entering the industry 
requires logging a lot of hours in the air. Arm-
strong worked with a charter company and then 
began flying single-engine planes for the Ameri-
can Red Cross before working her way up to the 
corporate and airline world. 

Piloting an airplane is physically demanding in a 
variety of ways. 

“People don’t realize what a toll it takes,” Arm-
strong said. “The industry is getting better, but 
they don’t do a lot of consideration with bodies 
(and the) circadian rhythm.”

Armstrong, for example, often would commute to 
Detroit from Colorado and then fly three day trips 
followed by two overnight flights. 

“Just the pure exhaustion,” she said. “ … You’re in 
a crash pad, sleeping on the floor. … It’s just that 
constant input of noise, commotion. It can be 
exhausting.” 

Plus, for women interested in moth-
erhood, a job that requires weeks 
away from home can be difficult. 

“A lot of women want a family,” said 
Kathy McCullough, communications 
chair for the International Society of 
Women Airline Pilots. “If you can’t 

have a job that’s going to give you the 
seniority or the time off … I don’t think 
they’re going to consider it as a serious 
career. 

“(The airlines) have made steps to 
change it, but I think that is has to be 
more female friendly in terms of if you 
have a … child. That’s a big step in get-
ting more women.” 

For Armstrong, who has two children, it 
was all about balance, and it was a tre-
mendous help to have a strong partner 
at home to hold down the fort. 

Overall, Armstrong said any discrimina-
tion she faced from male counterparts 
would likely have happened anywhere. 

“Of the people I flew with … 90 percent 
of them were awesome. They were re-
spectful. They knew I was there just like 
anybody else,” she said. “That 10 percent 
that existed were going to exist no mat-
ter where you worked or who you are. 
… You just have to put it in perspective. 

“I just reminded myself that I really had the power 
when I walked in because I was used to the ratio. 
… These guys had never flown with a woman, so I 
actually put them … off balance.”  

From her experiences as a pilot, Armstrong wrote 
a memoir called “A Chick in the Cockpit: My Life 
Up In the Air.” 

Through her writing, she hopes to catapult readers 
into the cockpit with her and show how much fun 
it is to be a pilot. In her eyes, sharing stories and 
providing visibility ultimately can help make the 
industry less male-dominated.

“It just takes a couple generations of seeing  
women up there,” she said.  

Female Pilot
             changing the course of aviation

By Deborah Swearingen 
Staff Writer 

…just under 7 percent of all pilots 
in the United States are female —  

Armstrong hopes to shape  
perspective and set an example for 

women interested in aviation.
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CONFIDENCE IS KEY    
for female K-9 offi  cer

Krista Hanstrom loves 
helping people, and 
she also loves dogs. 

As the newest K-9 offi  cer 
with the Littleton Police 
Department, the 28-year-
old Littleton resident and 
three-year employee of 
the department is able 
to combine both of her 
passions. 

In the fall of 2017, she spent 
fi ve weeks at Gold Coast 
K-9 in California training 
with her 2-year-old German 
Shepherd, Zan, and one 
other offi  cer and dog pair.

“It was fi ve grueling weeks,” 
Hanstrom said. “If I wasn’t 
sending (Zan) to bite the 
other guy, I was getting bit.” 

Despite returning to 
Colorado with bruises, 
she said the experience 
provided an important perspective. 

“You learn a lot being on the other side of it, 
too,” she said. “ … It’s so that you have that 
mental preparation and that picture of what it is 
that you’re putting somebody through or what 
you can expect somebody to be able to fi ght 
through.” 

Many aspects of the K-9 job are similar to that of 
a patrol offi  cer, and Hanstrom is still assigned a 
geographical area to cover. However, Hanstrom 
and Zan also must be available to offi  cers 
across the department when a narcotics sniff  
is needed, and the pair has more extensive 
monthly training requirements than a typical 
patrol offi  cer. It also takes time to learn the laws 
that dictate when an offi  cer is justifi ed in using a 
dog on top of normal force. 

The job is a physical one for Zan, and his working 
life span will undoubtedly be shorter than his 
actual life.  

Though all law enforcement jobs require 
commitment, incorporating a dog adds in an extra 
layer. 

“They are given that dog, and they have to take 
care of it,” said Commander Trent  Cooper with 
Littleton PD. “ … That defi nitely impacts their 
home life as well.”

“K-9 offi  cers defi nitely have dedication to the job 
and to the dog as well,” he added. 

Hanstrom has pet German shepherds at home but 
said the bond between she and Zan is completely 
diff erent. 

“They’re like my little fl uff y monsters, and I love 
them,” she said. “ … He could be saving my life 
one day. It’s just a completely diff erent dynamic.” 

Both Cooper and Hanstrom agree: Female law 
enforcement offi  cers can provide a diff erent 
perspective, and varied perspectives are 
advantageous in all lines of work. 

“Women oftentimes have better communication 
skills than men do. Women bring diff erent 
attitudes to the job and can often be more 
empathetic,” Cooper said, acknowledging the 
generalizing nature of his statements.

“Any time you increase the diversity in your 
workplace, it pays benefi ts,” he added. “Everybody 
brings something diff erent to the table.”

While plenty of male offi  cers are expressive and 

have excellent conversational skills, Hanstrom does 
feel that females can have an advantage in this 
department. 

“I’m never going to be able to overpower a 
200-pound guy. That’s just not logical,” she said. 
“So if I can get him to comply and go in handcuff s 
willingly by just talking to him, respectfully and as 
a person, reasoning with him, that is defi nitely the 
way to go.

“Generally just females, that’s our natural instinct is 
to talk to people and try to calm a situation down.” 

But at the end of the day, trust is vital. Considering 
offi  cers work as a team, it’s crucial that they lean 
on each other and have faith in one another. 

It’s equally as important to have faith in yourself. 

“It’s having that confi dence and building yourself 
up to have that,” Hanstrom said. “ … A lot of the 
time as women we second guess ourselves or 
diminish our capabilities.

“And, honestly, we’re strong. We do a lot. We can 
accomplish a lot more than what we … allow 
ourselves to think that we can.”   �… Both Cooper and Hanstrom agree: 

Female law enforcement o�  cers can provide a 

di� erent perspective, and varied perspectives 

are advantageous in all lines of work. 

By Deborah Swearingen 
Staff  Writer 
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In the rushing waters of  
Clear Creek, Eva Lambert  
found a home. 

While on her first whitewater 
rafting trip in 2006, the boat 
containing Lambert and 
her family wrapped, pinned 
between an immovable object 
and the water and forcing 
the group to swim to shore. 
Tumbling into the water may 
have frightened some, but 
Lambert found it thrilling and 
immediately began searching 
for opportunities to return to 
the water.  

A solution soon became 
apparent. Lambert, 32, of 
Golden went through training 
with Mile Hi Rafting in Dumont 
in 2007 and has been a guide 
ever since. For four years, 
she also was on the United 
States women’s whitewater 
rafting team, which raced 
in competitions across the 
world and recently placed fifth in the 2017 world 
competition in Japan.

Among guides, Lambert is a minority. Though 
statistics are not readily available, the whitewater 
rafting industry is known to be male-dominated. 
The guide team changes some each season, but 
Lambert is one of two female guides listed on Mile 
Hi’s website. 

“When I was in training, actually, that was 
something I was taught,” she said.  “… As a female, 
you’re not going to be typically as strong as the 
male, so you kind of learn to read the water a little 

better and use it to your advantage.” 

Mile Hi is a family-oriented business, and Lambert 
has experienced nothing but support from her 
coworkers during rafting season. Interactions with 
customers are the only instances Lambert can 
recall feeling as though her abilities came into 
question.

“I had an intermediate trip for a bachelor party, 
and these guys – I had six dudes in my boat; big, 
strong – and they looked at me like, you’re going 
to be our guide?” Lambert recalled.  “… I’ve found 
with customers, they can be a little shocked. But 

all of the guys I work with are my brothers.” 

Despite the lack of female presence, Lambert has 
found being a female can serve as an advantage. 
On rafting trips, she has noticed girls tend to be 
more intimidated, and generally speaking, less 
assertive in the rapids. This became a teaching 
opportunity for Lambert. 

“I saw that it was a really great way to teach girls 
how to be assertive in sports because you need 
it,” she said. 

For young girls interested in guiding, Lambert has 
one main piece of advice. 

“Go for it,” she said. 

 “It can be risky, so take it 
seriously,” Lambert added. “But 
it can also be a lot of fun if you 
are taking it seriously.” 

Ask the guide what she loves 
most about the job, and her 
response comes with ease. 

“The water,” she said, smiling.  
“… You’re very in the moment.” 

In fact, Lambert has come 
to crave the adrenaline rush 
associated with successfully 
making it through a swirling 
rapid. 

“You’ll see a big hole, and it’s 
intimidating at first,” she said. 
“But then once you go through 
it, and you realize how sturdy 
the boats are, how solid your 
crew is, it’s addicting.”   

It’s a lIfestyle
for this female whitewater rafting guide

By Deborah Swearingen 
Staff Writer 
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When a hiker loses the group or 
a backcountry skier sets o�  an 
avalanche, the Alpine Rescue 
Team is there. 

For 16 years, 71-year-old Sue 
Ahrend of Evergreen has been 
there, too, providing her services 
to the team. Currently, she is 
one of about 85 members on 
the volunteer team that has 
been responding to wilderness 
emergencies and providing 
mountain search-and-rescue 
since 1959. The Alpine Rescue 
Team covers Jeff erson, Clear 
Creek and Gilpin counties. 
Of its 85 members, about 10 
percent are women, according 
to fi eld director Paul “Woody” 
Woodward.

A longtime emergency room 
nurse and outdoors lover, Ahrend 
saw a poster for the Alpine 
Rescue Team while interviewing 
for a job at St. Anthony Hospital and immediately 
knew she wanted to join. 

But joining the Alpine Rescue Team is not a simple 
process. It takes almost a year of training to become 
an offi  cial member. 

After turning in a written application, candidates 
complete an oral interview with several team 
members. Generally, about 10 are selected to 
move on to weekly classroom training. When 
the classroom training is complete, the trainees 
participate in a 24-hour overnight fi eld training 
where they have a practice mission that entails 
rescuing a person and carrying them out of the 

wilderness. Upon completion of this mock mission, 
the trainees become prospective members and are 
allowed to work missions while accompanied with 
an experienced team member. In November, after 
months of training, the Alpine Rescue Team votes 
to approve the prospective members. 

“It’s just the most amazing group of people I’ve ever 
met in my life,” Ahrend said. “(Everyone comes from) 
all walks of life. We’ve got pilots and engineers and 
teachers and technical people and a handful of us 
are medical.

“That’s what we do.” 

Having a diverse crew is important to the team’s 
success, according to Woodward. 

“It’s huge. I mean, we need 
mountaineers. We need medical folks. 
We need people that know how 
to go out and fund-raise. We need 
public information offi  cers,” he said. 
“(Diversity) is a huge thing when you 
look at what we do.” 

Ahrend’s medical background is vital, 
and presently, she is in charge of the 
medical side.  

“She’s been a great asset to the team,” 
Woodward said. “Her work on the 
medical side has been unbelievable 
over the years. She’s a huge benefi t 
to us.” 

Largely due to the nature of the work 
they do, the Alpine Rescue Team 
forms a tight bond. 

Ahrend can remember a particularly 
tough rescue about 10 years ago 
when a skier triggered a slide near 
Echo Lake. Initially, the skier was alright. 
But two or three minutes from when 
the team reached him, he went into 
cardiac arrest. 

“I was a wreck. … Normally, we go and either 
people are OK; or they’re hurt, and we get them 
out; or they’re dead, and we know they’re dead. But 
to go in and have somebody die right in front of 
you was just …,” she said, trailing off . 

In the case of a particularly traumatic rescue, such 
as this one, the team takes time in the aftermath to 
talk through what happened and debrief everyone 
involved. 

“I think that’s one of the things that makes our team 
so tight, too, because we’ve gone through so much 
together,” Ahrend said. 

Since membership is voluntary and can entail a 
page at any time of the day, some women shy away 
from joining or join and decide it’s not for them. 

“We have a lot of women that have joined, and life 
gets in the way,” Woodward said. 

But women and men sometimes have diff erent 
strengths, which can play to the advantage of 
the team while on a mission. In some situations, 
women feel more comfortable talking to families 
and explaining what is going on. 

“It’s nice,” Ahrend said, “especially when we have a 
really serious situation or a family that’s there that 
just needs a little extra compassion.

“That’s where we come in with a little bit softer 
touch. And I think that’s great, and the guys 
recognize that, too.” 

But what sticks with Ahrend most is the gratitude 
from those the Alpine Rescue Team is able to help. 
She never forgets the faces of those who realize 
everything is going to be OK.

“We do make a diff erence. We do a lot of good,” she 
said. “And our people, we train hard. We work hard.” 
�

ALPINE RESCUE TEAM MEMBER
   is making a diff erence

EChO  Resale Shop

Women Helping Extraordinary 
Women In Extraordinary Situations

Designer Women’s, Men’s & Children’s Clothing,  
Furniture, Housewares, Books, Linens & More
3763 Evergreen Parkway • 303-679-8280

Hours: M-Sat, 10am – 5pm

Proceeds go to help Evergreen Christian Outreach (EChO)  
and their programs — Foodbank, Job Center, Energy Outreach, etc.

By Deborah Swearingen 
Staff  Writer 
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It’s a family aff air at Evergreen 
Memorial Park, so there was 
never much doubt in Jaymee 

Lewis’ mind that she would 
somehow play a role in the 
business. 

The 100-acre operation contains 
quite a few elements, including 
a full-service mortuary and 
crematory, funeral home, 
wedding chapel and animal 
preserve. However, for Lewis, 27, 
of Evergreen, it’s all about the 
animals.

And there a quite a few in her 
care. On any given day, dozens of 
buff alo, elk, deer, goats, chickens, 
yak, and geese roam the park’s 
land.  

“I’ve always been an animal 
person,” Lewis said. 
“Even when I 
was little, 
I was 

always 
the one 
out here.” 

At Evergreen 
Memorial Park, she serves 
as a ranch manager of sorts. Every day, rain or 
shine, she is out, walking the land, feeding the 
animals, providing them with fresh water, cleaning, 
herding and more. Without a dedication to all of 
her animals, Lewis couldn’t imagine being able to 
accomplish what she does on a daily basis. 

“That’s why I do it. … I don’t have to (come every 
day), but I love waking up and coming to see my 
animals,” she said. 

Working with animals demands creativity and 
quick thinking, and it’s important to let the animals 
manage themselves when possible. Thinking 

outside the box is perhaps the 
most important lesson Lewis has 

learned in her time on the job. 

For example, Andrea Goethe, 
a friend and former ranch 

worker, taught her to fi ll 
up the tractor bucket 
with water to replenish 
the animals’ supply 
instead of dragging the 
hoses from trough to 
trough. 

“In winter weather, 
that can mean a huge 

diff erence in the amount 
of work you 

have to do,” Lewis 
said.

She has also learned 
to use grain as a tool 

when corralling animals. 

“Most of our animals think grain is 
gold and will do anything for it,” Lewis 
said. 

Likewise, working with animals can 
be a challenge. Sometimes animals 
die, and for an animal lover, this never 
becomes easier. Other times, animals 
are sold to other farming operations or 
for meat. There is only so much space 
at Evergreen Memorial Park, and Lewis 
recognizes that it is simply the reality of 
the job. 

Because of her interest, Lewis often 
attends conferences for those in a 

similar line of work. She works with the Rocky 
Mountain Buff alo Association, which hosts a 
conference during the yearly National Western 
Stock Show and Rodeo in Denver, and has been to 
the International Bison Conference. 

Nearly 77 percent of farming, fi shing and forestry 
occupations are held by men, according to the 
United States Bureau of Labor, and Lewis would 
love to see more women in the fi eld. 

But regardless of gender, Lewis said tending to the 
earth is hard work. 

“But what it provides back rewards the body, mind 
and soul,” she said. “ … It is real life.”   � 

RANCH MANAGING
   rewards the body, mind and soul

By Deborah Swearingen 
Staff  Writer 

Rodeo Is... 
Extraordinary Women Supporting Extraordinary Women

Save the Dates: Evergreen Rodeo Weekend
June 16th & 17th

Save the Dates: Evergreen Rodeo Weekend

Photo by Annie Coppock
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Every shift is a bit di� erent for Kristin Steinman. 

That is a huge part of why she loves her job as 
a deputy in the Jeff erson County Jail. The jail 
averages about 1,200 inmates on a daily basis and 
is the central detention facility for law enforcement 
agencies across Jeff erson County.

While on the job, Steinman’s main priority is to 
ensure safety and order within the facility. She can 
fi nd herself doing anything from breaking up a 
fi ght to making sure an inmate arrives to court on 
time to talking someone through a hard time. 

Some days are easier than others. The 28-year-old 
Westminster resident said enforcing the rules can 
be one of the biggest challenges of the job, but it’s 
also the most important part. The rules can seem 
pretty redundant to inmates, and it often leads to 
backlash. 

Of all those working in protective services, which 
includes correctional offi  cers, police offi  cers and 
fi refi ghters, across the United States, nearly 78 
percent are male. As the largest full-service agency 
in Colorado, this is something the Jeff erson County 
Sheriff ’s Offi  ce deals with regularly. 

“It’s a challenge. It’s a male-dominated fi eld, right? 
So it’s something that we in recruiting fi ght all the 
time,” said Mark Techmeyer, spokesman with the 
Jeff erson County Sheriff ’s Offi  ce. “ … (We) look for 
every opportunity we can to let people know that 
this is an amazing agency to work for.” 

There are two options for those interested in 

working with Jeff co. One is the 22-week Colorado 
Police Offi  cer Standard Training Academy, and the 
other is the 10-week Detention Deputy Academy. 
After completing the fi rst academy, a person is 
state-certifi ed with the power to arrest on the 
street. After the latter, a person is certifi ed to work 
in the county jail and given preference should they 
one day choose to go through the POST academy 
and shift to patrol. 

Like many other women who work in male-
dominated fi elds, Steinman’s advice is simple: Do it.

“Do it even though some people will tell you they 
don’t think you’re right for it,” she said. 

At the Jeff erson County Jail, deputies rotate 
between the various modules, which range from 
maximum security males to minimum security 
females. In this regard, each day can bring a 
diff erent assignment, though female deputies tend 
to work with female inmates so they can do pat 
downs and strip searches when necessary.

When talking to inmates, Steinman likes to say she’s 
one mistake away from being where they are. Her 
tendency to talk through issues and treat inmates 
with dignity and respect is part of makes Steinman 
good at the job, according to Techmeyer. 

“You can really have an impact on these inmates,” 
he said, “but it takes a lot of work, a lot of patience 
and a lot of skill. Because you’ve got 86 inmates, 86 
diff erent personalities. 

“Kristin’s not just a jailer. She’s not just a guard that 
sits there and watches the inmates. She works with 
them. She talks to them. She encourages them to 

make changes in their lives.” 

Jails have high recidivism rates. According to data 
from the National Institute of Justice, 67.8 percent 
of released prisoners were rearrested within three 
years of release. 

It can be disheartening for deputies to see inmates 
return, but it is important not to give up. 

“She’s not a counselor. She’s a deputy,” Techmeyer 
said. “But she can sure treat people with respect 
whether they’re an inmate or not and encourage 
them to make some changes in their life so they 
don’t come back.” 

For Steinman, nothing feels better than knowing 
she made a diff erence. There have been instances 
when patrol offi  cers bump into former inmates 
who credit Steinman for getting clean or making a 
life change. 

“It’s always just good to hear from them that they’re 
doing better,” she said. “And (to hear) ‘hey, thanks 
for believing in me basically when nobody else said 
I could do it.’”   �

STEINMAN EMBRACES ROLE
  of deputy as a chance to have an impact

By Deborah Swearingen 
Staff  Writer 
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Nicole 
Wellensiek 
grew up with 

an affi  nity for math 
and science. 

She considered a 
few routes in the 
health care industry, 
but, ultimately, 
optometry won out. 
Now, Wellensiek, 45, 
of Evergreen is one 
of two optometrists 
at Evergreen Vision 
Clinic. 

On a typical day at 
work, she examines 
patients, conducting 
comprehensive 
exams for glasses or 
contacts, treating eye 
disease, consulting 
for cataract or Lasik 
surgery and more. 

In order to be an 
optometrist, a 
person must obtain 
a bachelor’s degree 
and then go through four years of optometry 
school. Although the bachelor’s can be in a fi eld of 
their choosing, many opt for a science background 
to meet the prerequisites for optometry school. 

Of all the careers in the medical fi eld, Wellensiek 
appreciates optometry for its fl exibility. As a mother 
of two, she is able to work part-time and doesn’t 
have stay on call or work nights and weekends as 
other doctors would. 

Plus, the eyes are interesting, particularly in their 
relation to the rest of the body. For Wellensiek, 
having the opportunity to connect the dots and 
solve problems for patients is by far the most 
rewarding part of the job. 

“I mean, the eyes are connected to our entire body 
… and so many things systemically can manifest 
in the eye,” she said. “And sometimes, it’s even 
beyond just vision. It’s whole body health as well.

“That’s why you do it … to help people and to help 
them fi gure things out so they can see better.”

Although much of the medical industry remains 
male-dominated, optometry is one specialization 
that is making huge strides. In 2016, the number 
of women optometrists in practice bumped up 
to 42 percent, according to a recent Women in 
Optometry analysis. 

Overall, Wellensiek feels well-accepted by patients 
and colleagues alike. There have been instances 

when Wellensiek has 
been mistaken for a 
technician rather than 
a doctor, but she said 
the vast majority of 
her experiences have 
been positive. 

“There’s still a little 
bit that lingers, but, 
overall, I think we’re 
moving in the right 
direction,” she said. 

“I don’t think (there 
are) limitations 
anymore,” she added. 
“... The majority (of 
industries) I think are 
open to girls and 
women to achieve 
what they want. And 
I think, just letting 
them know that at a 
young age.”  �

OPTOMETRIST SEEING SHIFT
  in her chosen profession

By Deborah Swearingen 
Staff  Writer 
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Lisa Kyle fills her life with art.

Art covers her body and the walls 
of her tattoo shop. It ordains the 
outside of the hearse she drives. 

As a child born into a family of 
artists, Kyle, 60, had a natural 
artistic ability. She was constantly 
drawing. 

Now, Kyle — known as “Lady” 
by most — owns her own shop, 
Ravenwood Tattoo in Kittredge, 
and she considers herself lucky to 
be paid to do what she loves. 

“Being able to be an artist and 
make a living as an artist is always 
a good thing,” she said. 

Kyle first became interested 
in tattoos and tattooing as an 
art form in 1980 while living in 
Louisiana. 

“My boyfriend was a biker, and he 
had tattoos. And all our friends 
were bikers, and they all had 
tattoos,” she said. “I thought, you know,  
I could probably do this.” 

She purchased her first set of equipment for about 
$300, and the rest is history. With nearly 40 years 
of experience, Kyle has grown and developed her 
technique as an artist. Experience also helps with 
speed.

“The more I do, the faster I get,” she said. 

Although tattoos are becoming more 
commonplace on both women and men, the 
tattoo industry is still highly male-dominated. 
Initially, Kyle dealt with co-workers putting her 
down and customers questioning her ability but 
said years of experience have helped to mitigate 
that. 

She has many a story to tell from her time working 
all over the country, tattooing in Louisiana and 
Florida before traveling up and down the east coast 

tattooing out of a refashioned school 
bus. When she moved to Colorado, she 
tattooed at The Blue Door Tattoo in 
Denver, Celebrity Tattoo in Golden and 
more before saving up enough money 
to open her Kittredge shop. 

Throughout the years, Kyle has 
seen lots of changes in the industry, 
particularly in trends. Clients used to ask 
for tribal arm bands, cartoon characters 
and Chinese symbols. Now, sacred 
geometry, watercolor tattoos and 
simplistic tattoos, like broken arrows 
and short phrases, are popular. 

She encourages creativity in her 
customers and said it’s not her place to 
question their ideas. 

“Really, it’s your tattoo,” Kyle said. “I 
don’t care what you get or where you 
put it.” 

“It’s not up to me. … I’m going to see it 
for a few minutes while I’m doing it,”  
 she added.   

The best advice Kyle can give to anyone interested 
in tattooing is to practice -- a lot. 

“I taught myself how to do it. I would look at tattoos 
and then try to draw them. You know, just as 
practice,” she said.  

tattoo shop owner
making a living as an artist

Trisha Grose, Broker • Spirit Bear Realty
720-934-4477  •  www.SpiritBearRealty.com

Home prices are SOARING in the 
Foothills and the Denver Metro Area!! 

Contact Trisha Grose, Broker to 
find out your home’s current value.
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