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Carol Jean Penn~~k 
December 3, 1984 

By Pau line DOIIJ 

!;Jomen At torneys in El Paso 

D: All right. If you could please state your full name. 

P: Carol Jean Stafford Pennock. 

D: Okay. And the date and the place of your birth please? 

P: June 19, 1~·49. Bedford Indiana. 

D: Oh, that's my birthday, June 19. 

P: Really? 

D: Yes, the emancipation of the slaves. Your marital status? 

P: I'm divorced. 

D: Number and ages of your children? 

P: have one child who is three years old. 

D: A 1 ittle boy? 

P: Yes. 

D: When you were preparing yourself for law school, if you prepared yourself 

in college, did you take any courses that you thought would help you in 

I alAI school? 

P: None whatsoever. As an undergraduate student, I was studying nursing and 

had no idea that sometime I was going to go to law school. 

D: Okay. I,,!hat l,oJas your famil:,·'s reaction to :'our decision to attend law 

school? 

P: At that time I was married and my husband was extremely supportive. In 

fact, made job changes and moved so that could go to law school. My 

parents, I hadn't been at home for a long time but my parents were 

supportive also. 

D: Okay. How did you decide then or what chain of events occurred that made 



C. Pennock 

you decide to apply to law school? 

P: guess this is a 1 ittle bit bizane and I'll try to make it as short as 

possible. I guess first of all when I gr-aduated fr-om high school, I had 

a ver-y 1 imited view of what I might do and I went into nursing because 

that was one of the appr-opriate things for me to do as a young woman. 

enjoyed nursing a great deal but had never intended that that be a 

permanent career. worked a number of years thinKing about what 

wanted as a permanent career. guess in the back of my mind I'd always 

expected to go to medical school and having worked in hospitals and 

health care for a number of year-s, decided that I did not want to do 

that. At about the time 1 was going through this, my ex-husband decided 

that he wanted to go to law school and he started attending night law 

school in San Francisco, and I started attending night law school just so 

I would see him once in a while and he hated it and I loved it and he 

quit and I pursued it as a career. 

D: So it turned out to be Just sort of a way that you folks could sor-t of 

~-ee each other- and then it got tCI be your- own car-eel'. 

P: That's right. 

D: OKay. I"')hen you appl ied to lavJ school, did /CIU encounter- any pr-oblems 

IAith the administration? 

P: Not really. I, as I thinK is typical, appl ied to a number of schools and 

was accepted at some and not at others. 

D: You don't feel that you were discriminated against, though, because you 

VJere a 1,lIoman? 

P: Not at all. 

D: OKay. Was there a quota system for women when you were applying? l.,Jer-e 

you aware of one? 
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P: There may have been in some schools. I don"t thinK ther'e I.Alas ~",here 

went to school. 1 went to the University of New Mexico which had quite a 

number of women and they l;Jere very, ••• They may have had cer·tain quotas 

of certain minorities but their concern was with the numbers of Indian 

students and number-<::. of t1exican American students but if they had quotas, 

it !;JOU I d hal)e been in those ar'eas and not for' ~",omen. 

D: Okay. l...Jas there scholarship money available for women as far as you 

knol;J? 

P: NClt that I.Alas aware of, no. 

D: Okay. How did male students react to female students? 

P: thinK d. little bit over- half of my class I",as I.Alomen and I don"t think I 

sal,oJ any kind of negative response fr'om male students towards female 

students. 

D: Okay. HOI.Al about the male profe<::.sor·<::" I dCln"t Knol", that thu'e ~",er'e women 

professors at your schoo I, wer'e there? 

P: There were women professors, not as many as there were men, but I can't 

recall any instances of discrimination tO~oJards ~",omen or negative 

attitudes by male professors. 

D: Okay. Did the university you attended, did they go by the Socratic 

method? I mean were you asked to stand up and recite often? 

geared in that way? 

I;.)as it 

P: To a certain degree but 1 don't think nearly as m~ch as most law schools. 

The Un i vers i ty of Nev.) t1ex i co is a very casual, I o~oJ-key I aw school. In 

term<::· clf law schclols in general, it·,s low pressure, fam;l;- oriented. We 

had children running through the forum in the law I ibrary. It's a very 

different attitude, thinK, from most law schools. 

0: OKay. The question I want to ask here is when you were asked to recite, 
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C. Pennock 

if you ever were, did men pick "Jomen, single them out for· any particular· 

Kind of case study? 

P: Not that I'm aware of. We were called on to recite, but in terms of any 

Kind of particular method or· selecting ~oJomen students out for certain 

kinds of questions, I was never aware of that. 

D: Can you thinK of anybody, whether it be family, fr-iend, counselor, 

professor, or whatever that put any unnecessary roadblocKs in your path 

while you were in law school? 

P: No. 

D: Were you ever counseled by faculty or· administration to pur·sue any 

particular field of law? 

P: No. 

D: OKay. l,.Jer·e YCIU ever discour·aged fr·om any particular field including 

cour troom 1 al,oJ? 

P: NCI • 

D: OKay. All right. l,.JhHI :'CIU gr·aduated from lal;J school, what Kind of 

position did you apply for and what position did you get? 

P: got exactly the position wanted. Though I appl ied for a lot of 

others, I was most inter·ested in practicing criminal lat.A) and at the point 

in time I;.Jhen I graduated from lalJJ school, I didn·'t hat)e a clear idea in 

terms of whether wanted to be a prosecutor or a defense attorney; I 

Just Knew that I wanted to practice criminal law. I was in the process 

of moving to El Paso and I wasn't famil iar with El Paso so I sent resumes 

tCI 1 iter·ally every firm in tOIJJn and I found almost no one receptive to me 

at a 11 • 

D: That includes large firm, middle size firm, small firms? 

P: ··les, ;'es. found it very difficult to get a job in El Paso. NOIAI my 
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C. Pennock 

first choice was here in the District Attorney/s Office, and I thinK that 

when I started applying here that they did not have an opening and also 

being In the position of hiring nOI,v, I understand it a little bit better 

than when I was trying to get into this office. Just having to do with 

county government and not being able to plan ahead and never knowing when 

someone's leaving or IJJhom you're going to get in a position. It"s very 

hard to interview people and talK in terms of "we'll hire you in a month, 

l,ve"1i call you in six months, we"ll hire you in a year'." 

0: Because you don't Know if you"ll have the financial capabil ities? 

P: That's correct. So it was difficult to get in this office in terms of 

timing but certainly not in terms of discrimination as a woman. After 

I'd been in this office about a year I had the interesting experience of 

hat.!ing a par'tner' 1 .... .Iith a small to middle s,ize firm say, "Carol, I,.yhy don't 

send me a resume?" And I said, "I sent you a resume a year ago." And he 

said, "Yeah, but we threw it away because you were a woman and we didn't 

know if it would work yet." And so. 

0: An overt example of discrimination. 

P: Yes, yes. So Know there was discrimination but in most instances it 

was Just plain old not even being able to get in the door and get an 

interview. 

0: Did you ever get a response back? I mean, you sent your resume to the 

large firms but did they ever at least write you a letter back? 

P: No. I gClt no res,ponse from them at a 11 and I th i nk that" s' no.,,) aga i n I I "m 

learning that's fairly typical of El Paso. The law firms apparently in 

El Paso do not respond to letters and they don't respond to resumes and 

when you beat down on the door, on occasion they'll let you in but mostly 

yc·u need tCI have, you KnQl,~I, your father' or your br'other' or' someone ] iKe 
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C. Pennock 

that know s·omeone and arrange for him. 

D: Whether you're a male or female or just ••• 

P: think both if you're a male or a female, but especially if you're a 

female. 

D: All right. So then how did you get this job? What happened? 

kept applying and finally a position opened up? 

You just 

P: I calied Janet Ruesch as a name I had hear-d in school from someone I I_.~ent 

to school with as being an influential female attorney in this town, and 

said, "How do you get a job in this tm.·m? I-'ve sent letters- ever-YIAlhere." 

And she said basically what I just said to you. She said, "You've got to 

sit in their clffice:. until they :-ee you." And I said, "Specifically, 

want a job in the District Attorney's Office." And she said, "Go sit 

ther-e un til the:' :-ee )'ou. II And 1 :·a t here for abou t two days. 

D: And IAlhen you f i na 11 y got an in terv i e~v you got the job dOIAin there? 

P: Yes-. 

D: Okay, so you feel that you did have to settle for less or you didn't have 

to settle for less because of your sex? 

P: ! really didn't have to settle for less because this, think quite 

coincidentally in El Paso the job that I most wanted was a job that was 

mos.t open for l,oJomen SCI I did not ha!.)! to settle for something less-. If 

I'd wanted something other than this, I think I probably might have. 

D: Would hav! because of your sex. 

P: That's correct. 

D: All r-ight, let me ask you a question about something els-e as far' as 

social goes. Do you feel that marriage and a law profession are a viable 

cClmbination? 

P: Yes. 

6 
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D: Then /c.u feel I iKe that would IJJork for women and men al iKe? 

P: Yes. I thinK r·egardiess of 1,l)hat your career is, if you are a. woman, 1 

thinK it may be difficult in that you have certain expectations for 

parenting and certain expectations for homemaKing and being aggressive in 

your career. It's difficult, 1 thinK, to work out. But don·'t thinK 

it·'s any different, ma.ybe mor·e difficult than some, but I don't think, 

for· instance, it's any mc.re difficult as an attor·ne;.- than it l.lJas IlJhen 

was a nurse. 

D: OKay. So if you were a nurse today and still had a family and you had 

your child and you, it would be just the same or maybe a 1 ittle more 

difficult but you still would put it on the same level? 

P: Yes, I would. 

D: You I/Jouldnlt put this. positic.n that /oulre nOI,1) in higher than ... 

P: No, 1,'IOU I dn l t • 

D: Okay. When you were married Dr throughout the years that you've had a 

male relationship or even a female friend or whatever, how did the/ react 

to your career? How did they react to you as a professional? Since it's 

not something tha.t ~t)omen do pr·edominantly. 

P: Urn hm. t1y ex-hus.band was. extr·emely suppor·tive of me in my car·eer. NCII/J I 

find that my female friends as well as men that I've had relationships 

1"Ji th ar·e all the same feel ing. 

D: So, they are supportive in that sense. 

P: Yes. 

D: Oka/. So do you feel then that you·' re we 11 on your· I/Jay to reaching a 

persona.] goal? 

P: Yes .• 

D: You feel you·' \}e been successful thus. far·? 
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D: Do you consider yourself a competitive per-son, socially, politicall:/? 

P: Yes. 

D: In both. 

P: In both, yes. 

D: Dc. ;/OU have political aspir·ati.::.ns? 

P: No, I don"t, Realistically, in this town, to succeed as an attorney you 

cannot be unalJJare of politics. I don't want to be a politician per· <.:.e, 1 

don't want to run for office but you cannot be a successful attorney in 

t his t ovm un 1 e s s you ire alJJ a I' e and i n \) 0 1 v e d pol i tic all y . 

0: That means campaigning for other people and stuff 1 ike that? 

P: That···s right. 

D: Okay. If you had it to do allover again, would you choose this career, 

this profession? 

0: Okay. Do you feel, that you have in any way reached a goal for YOUI' sex, 

for' women? 

P: I get a lot of feedback from Jurors, and live had the experience in terms 

of a lot of women IJJho have served on juries coming up to me after a case 

and say i ng, "You gave me d. sen<.:.e of fee ling pI' i de," and that in tur'n 

makes me feel very proud and though I, you know, it's not necessarily an 

objective on a day to day basis, I find that happening. gue<.:.s anyt i me, 

especially in El Paso, anytime a woman is in the publ ic eye and is in any 

way successful 01' even if she's not successful in terms of money 01' power 

or' some th i ng 1 ike that, as long as she conduc ts herse 1 f I,<)e 11 , think 

1,<Jomen ar'e pr'oud of her and she get<.:. a sense of ha'.)ing accompl i<.:.hed 

something for v.)omen. 

8 
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D: Do you feel that you have received fair treatment as a prosecutor, as an 

attorney, from judges and other laIJJ:'Hs? 

P: Within this office, from the people who worK in this office, for the most 

part, yes. From people outside of this office, absolutely no, especially 

in terms of judges. The prime example is when I became pregnant, there 

was an attempt to bar me from the courtroom just because I was pregnant. 

D: From any case or just from that particular one? 

P: The attempt I,las to bar me from that particular case but vJhat I)HS 

expressed to me was that 

D: That was the impl ication. 

shc.uldn·'t be in the courtroom at all. 

P: Not ju~.t the impl ication. I had man:" attorneys corning into Ill:' office. 

Let me back up a minute. When I was first appointed as the special rape 

and child abuse prosecutor, had many defense attorneys express the 

opinion to me, "It's not fair to have a woman prosecuting those kinds of 

cases." So, and unbekncdJJnst to those peop 1 e when they l..<Jere expres~. i ng 

that opinion, I was already pregnant. It just wasn't obvious. So there 

IlJa~· a feel ing that it l..<Jas unfair for a I"Joman to have that job at all and 

then IAlhen it became apparen t that I IAla~· pregnan t, it IJJa.s expressed that I 

shouldn"t be allctl.I"led to tr'y any r'ape cases, I ~.houldn't be allolJJed to tr';v 

any child abuse cases and there was quite a question about whether I 

shou 1 d be all olJJed ina cour troom at all. And! you know , that IlJa~· not 

just one judge, but that I,vas a lot of attorneys in this communi ty saying 

things directly to my face and then of course obviously they were going 

to gossip behind my back, but many having no qualms at all about walKing 

into my office and saying, "What do you thinK you're doing?" 

D: What was your response then or your reaction to what did happen in that 

case? Did they just wait until after you'd had your child? Do you feel 
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C. Pennock 

that you were treated fairly? 

P: No, don't feel that was treated fairly at all. think that the 

Judge's decision to postpone the case until after was pregnant had 

terr·ible impl ications for IJJomen as attorneys. You know, if, I was near· 

the end of my pregnancy and that particular case, the wait of a few 

months probably didn···t hurt, you Know, but IJJhat if l·'d been a civil 

attorney and my income depended on it and everything had been continued 

for six months. You kno/;J, the implications of it l;Jere terrible, but 

also, you Know, at the time I received anonymous threats about things 

tha t I;JOU 1 d happen to me if pursued the matter and those threats 

apparently are being real ized. I was promised that I would IJJind up wi th 

grievances against me. have grievances against me, not relating 

directly to that but be I i eve as a r·esu I t of it. So, you knol;J, even 

though I ·'m thr·ee year·s dovm the line 1 fee 1 like I'm '.::.t i 11 persona II y and 

professionally suffering the consequences of [that decision]. 

D: OKa;.'. Hm'.) do cl ients and jurc.r·s r·espcifld to you as a woman lawyer? 

P: I t h ink v er· y IJJe 11 • don't think I ... I've had ••. I've even gone so far as 

to have one juror that I can think of in particular be outraged by the 

way I IJJas treated by a male attorney in the courtroom. found the 

commun i b' in genera 1 and j ur·ors in genera 1 much more open than the 1 ega 1 

community and I don·'t, I can·'t thinK of any instance IJJhere I've had a 

jury react badly to me because of my sex but I have had them react badly 

to judges and defense attorneys because of the way they treated me in the 

courtroom. 

D: OKay. How about the people you defend, how do they react to you? 

P: l,oJell, technically I don't represent anybody. 

D: R i gh t. 

10 
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P: Technically lim there to prosecute someone. In terms of the people 

deal with as victims, canit recall having a negative response from 

victim or witnesses because they expected a male attorney and it was a 

female attorney. And of course if anything, live used it to my advantage 

in that I work a great deal with rape victims and with children which I 

guess in terms of deal ing with people that, you Know, it seems that rape 

victims do IAlant to talk to a IAloman and it seem~. that sometimes childr'en 

relate better to IAloman and I don"t KnolAi that that/s necessar·ily because 

I "m a I,<loman bu t perhaps because clf ~.k i 11 s I deve i oped as a woman. 

D: Right. Let me just asK you this. Say you prosecuted someone, a man, and 

the victim was also a man and you or the defense attorney won the case 

for the person that you were prosecuting, have you ever had your victim 

sa>' to you something discriminator'y, you KnclvJ, "You lost it because 

of ... ?U 

P: No, never-. 

D: Noth i ng 1 ike tha. t ha~. ever- happened. 

P: [No.] 

D: OKay. Ju~.t a couple of thingE .. Ar-e you a member' of the Women"s Bar­

Association? 

P: Yes, I am. 

D: What's your- r-eaction to that experience? 

P: I,~hen was in the situation of being pr-egnant and the judge was tr-ying to 

bar- me fr-om the cour-tr-oom, found that that group was extr-eme1y 

suppor-tive and people who did not 1 iKe me per-sonally, you know, put aside 

per-sclna1 feel ings and IMer'e concer-ned about that issue and (.<Jas ver-y 

pr-oud of that or-ganization, belonging to that organization at that time. 

And that is per-haps, I guess, the str-ongest thing I've ever- seen them do. 

11 
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i;Jhile I have not been extremely acti\)e. Either I do go from time to time 

to meetings and try to be aware of what they're doing, and in the length 

of time that live been in town that was probably the time period when 

they had the highest attendance, the most extra meetings, a real sense of 

this being important and trying to accompl ish something l.<lhich 1 thinK it 

was. 1 thinK that that was probably the greatest threat to us as a group 

in the length of time that I've been practicing in EI Paso. 

0: 00 you feel that that organization then is important in terms of support? 

P: Yes, think it is and in fact I ike the role they play. Basically, 

they mee t for I unch once a mon th and are very low-key and don·' t meddi e in 

a lot of things that are unimpor·tant. llJhen ':.omething important happens, 

they rally as a group and are very strong so I appro\)e of that very much 

and do find them very supportive. 

0: Okay, and hm'J long ha'.)e you been a par t of it? 

approximately? 

P: About five years. 

0: Are you a member of the EI Paso Bar Association? 

P: No, 1'm not. 

0: Have you ever attended or had any reaction to their annual Bar Banquet? 

P: attended this past year for the first time. And the primary reason 

attended this past year for the first time was to try to be supporti\)e. 

It was the first year that the Women's Bar had had input. There was 

quite an effort by several l!Jomen to par·ticipate and to tone it down so to 

speak and so I went to be supportive of those efforts and to be 

suppor· t i ve of the EI Paso Bar Assoc i at i on, too, in its effor ts to change 

what had been apparently a very bad situation. 

previous years but had heard Qory details. 
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C. Pennock 

D: Right, ~·o asking you to comment on pr·eIJio\j~. :'ear~. l,\)ouldnit be 

appropriate. I, that's really, you know, all I have. Oh, one other· 

questicm. I,llhat i s it like being a mother and being, you knOl..oJ, having this 

position, because it's a very demanding one, I know? A single mother at 

that. 

P: Thatis my problem. It's hard for me to relate my problems in parenting 

to my job. My problems in parenting relate to being alone with my child 

and not to my job, really. 

D: So you feel like if you had a relationship or something that it would be 

differ·ent, it I.AJould be les~. str·essful, maybe? 

P: ·Yes. I, you know, any time I think that you have ••• have a ver;.- good 

r·elationship with m;.- child's father· a.nd m;.- ch i I d spends a lot of time 

wi th his father bu t 1,\Jhen the ch i 1 d is 1.0\1 i th me that·'s, you know, 24 hour·s 

a da;.- so to spea.k l..oJhen you i r·e there and there l s not re lief and if ;.-oulre 

-:. i c K , :'clu·' r·e sicK, ;.-ou knol.o\l , that kind of thing. But I find, I dCln l t 

think m;.- job is an;.- more difficult than any other could be. In fact, 1'm 

ver;.- luck;.- to have a lot of friends who work here in the office. You 

knol.o\l , was trying a capital murder case on a Saturday evening and wound 

up being late and my son wound up going out to dinner with, you know, 

several female attorneys and a legal secretary and he had a very pleasant 

time and he couldn·'t care less that I was down here tr·ying the capital 

murder [case). I ···m lucky in hav i ng a number· of women in th i s off i ce l.o\Iho 

are very supportive and you don't think anything about going over to my 

house and picking up my child if the situation calls for it. 

D: IAlol.o\l. 

P: So I'm lucky. You know, I could be in another Job and not have those 

kinds of friends close by and have problems. 

13 
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D: Right and have to deal with that. Okay. That's really all the questions 

that I have, unless )'OU want to make any other comments. I'·d I iKe to 

close by maybe sa;.- i ng tha t, or· ask i ng (",hen ;/OU came her·e, at t i tudes v.Jere 

one way, and today attitudes are another way. Have they changed for the 

be t ter or for the I.",orse Dr have they at all in your op in ion? 

P: I don't think they've changed. And one thing we Kind of talked around 

and has been coming to my mind I should comment on: I.",e talked in the 

courtroom and the problems I've had. The job have now as first 

administrative assistant inl)olves not .just I.",ork in court but I have to 

deal a lot with other departments within the county and 

commissic.ner·'~. cc.ur·t and I find other· depar·tments in the county and 

commissioner··'s cour-t ver·y un'JJilling to accept a. woma.n in this position. 

A number of pol itical people in this building would much rather have a 

male pol itical buddy come down and slap them on the back and discuss a 

pol i tical favor· a~. opposed to having a IJJoman whc. is very oriented tCIIJJar·d 

proper procedures come in with her facts and figures and follow all the 

rules and say this is what we're asking for. And really don't thinK 

that attitudes in this courthouse and the attitudes of people I have to 

deal I,~i th have changed at all. allAlays found Steve Simmon~., the 

district attorney, very r-eceptive to me. He was always concer-ned. From 

the ver·y fir·st day he intenlielJJed me for· the job up until nOIJJ he has 

always looKed at me in ter-ms of what ar-e my capabil ities, what can do, 

(.yhat ar·e my assets, and pr·obably IJJhat ar·e my shor·tcomings, but it·'s not 

been on the basis of you're a man or you'r-e a woman, therefore you're 

going to do this or that. And I've always found most of the people in 

this office extremely open and 1 do not feel that within this office 

people have ever discriminated against me or treated me in a particular 
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1.>Jay because I was a I/Joman and as for the r€'st of the courthc.us€' outside 

of this office, don't see attitudes changing. I think men are very 

s€'xi,:.t and I ~.e€' that not ju~.t towar'ds me but tOI/Jards any OthH (>Jc.men in 

th is off i ce a.nd many other women in th i scour thouse. 

END OF INTERI.)I EW 
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