University of Texas at El Paso

ScholarWorks@UTEP

Combined Interviews Institute of Oral History

12-3-1984

Interview no. 743

Carol Pennock

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.utep.edu/interviews

b Part of the Oral History Commons, and the Social and Behavioral Sciences Commons

Recommended Citation

Interview with Carol Pennock by Pauline Dow, 1984, "Interview no. 743," Institute of Oral History, University
of Texas at El Paso.

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Institute of Oral History at ScholarWorks@UTEP. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Combined Interviews by an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks@UTEP.
For more information, please contact Iweber@utep.edu.


https://scholarworks.utep.edu/
https://scholarworks.utep.edu/interviews
https://scholarworks.utep.edu/oral_history
https://scholarworks.utep.edu/interviews?utm_source=scholarworks.utep.edu%2Finterviews%2F743&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1195?utm_source=scholarworks.utep.edu%2Finterviews%2F743&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/316?utm_source=scholarworks.utep.edu%2Finterviews%2F743&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:lweber@utep.edu

UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT EL PASO

INSTITUTE OF ORAL HISTORY

INTERVIEWEE : Carol Pennock (1949- )
INTERVIEWER Pauline Dow

PROJECT: Women Attorneys of El Paso
DATE OF INTERVIEW: December 3, 1984

TERMS OF USE: Unrestricted

TAPE NGO, : 743

TRANSCRIPT NO.: 743

TRANSCRIBER: Anita Burdett

BIDGRAPHICAL 5YNOPSIS OF INTERVIEWEE:
El Paso Attorney, Special Prosecutor, District Attorney's Office

SUMMARY OF INTERVIEW:
A discussion of her law school experiences, hiring practices of El Paso
law finms, her job as special rape and child abuse prosecutor in the
D. A.'s Office, the attitudes of judges, attorneys, and jurors toward
female attorneys, attempts to bar her from the courtroom when she was
pregnant, the role of the Women's Bar Association in E1 Paso, and
problems encountered in combining career with single parenting.

Length of Interview: 30 minutes Length of Transcript _15 pages




D

Caral Jean Pennoik
December 3, 1984
By Pauline Dow
Women Attorneys in Ei Paso
AlY right, I+ vou could please state your full name.
Carol Jean Stafford Fennock.
Okay. and the date and the place of vour birth please?

June 1%, 1%4%. Bedford Indiana.

Oh, that's my Dirthday, June 1%,

Reall»?

Yez, the emancipation of the slaves. Your marital status?
I'm divaerced,

Mumber and ages of your children?

I have one child who is three years old.

A little box?

fes,

When you were preparing vourself for law school, if vou prepared vourseld
in college, did vou take any courses that you thought would help you in
taw school?

None whatscever, As an undergraduate student, 1 was studying nursing and

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

Okay. What was vyour family’e reaction to vour decision to attend law
school?

At that time I was married and my husband was extremely supportive. In
tact, made job changes and moved so that I could go to taw school. My
parente, I hadn’t been at home for a long time but my parents were
supportive also.

OKay. How did you decide then or what chain of events occurred that made



L. Pennock

[ )

vou decide to apply to law school?

I quess this is a little bit bizarre and 1711 try to make it as short as
possible, I guess first of all when I graduated from high school, 1 had
a very limited wiew of what I might do and I went into nursing because
that was one of the appropriate things for me to do as a roung woman., 1
enjoved nursing & great deal but had never intended that that be a
permanent career, [ worked a number o? vears thinkKing about what |
wanted as a permanent career. I guess in the back of my mind I°d alwars
expected to go to medical school and having workKed in hospitals and
health care +or a number of vears, decided that I did not want to do
that. At about the time I was going through this, my ex-husband decided
that he wanted to go to law school and he started attending night Taw
school in 8an Francisca, and 1 started attending night law school just so
I would see him once in a while and he hated it and 1 1Toved it and he
quit and I pursued it as a career,

So it turned out to be just sort of a way that vou folks could sort of
see each other and then it got to be your own career,

That’s right.

Ukay. When you applied to law school, did you encounter any problems
with the administration?

Mot really. I, 25 I think is typical, applied to a number of schools and
was accepted at some and not at others.

You don’t Feel that yvou were discriminated against, though, because vou
were a woman?

Mot at all.

OKar. Was there a guota system for women when you were applying? Were

¥ou aware of one?

2
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There may have been in some schools, I don‘t think there was where I
went to school, 1 went to the University of New Mexico which had quite a
number of women and they were very,... They may have had certain quotas
of certain minorities but their concern was with the numbers of Indian
students and numbers of Mexican American students but if they had quotas,
it would have been in those areas and not for women,

Okay. Was there scholarship money available for women as far  as  vou
Know?

Mot that 1 was aware of, no,

OKay. How did male students react to female students?

I think 2 1ittle bit over half of my class was women and I don’t think 1
saw any Kind of negative response from male students towards female
students.

Okay. How about the male professore. 1 don't Know that there were women
profescors at your school, were there?

There were women professors, not as many as there were men, but I can’t
recall any instances of discrimination towards women or negative
attitudes by male professors.

Okay. Did the wuniversity wvou attended, did they go by the Socratic
method? 1 mean were vou asKed toc stand up and recite often? lWas it
geared in that way?

To a certain degree but I don’t think nearly as much as most law schools.
The University of MNew Mexico is a véry casual, low-Key law school. In
terms of Jaw schools in general, it's low pressure, family orjented. We
had children running through the forum in the law library. It‘s a verw

difterent attitude, 1 think, 4rom most law schools.

OKay., The question I want to ask here is when you were asked to recite,
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if wvou ever were, did men pick women, single them ocut for any particular
Kind of case study?

Mot that I'm aware of. UWe were called on to recite, but in terms of any
Kind of particular method or'selecting women students out for certain
kinds of gquestions, I was never aware of that.

Can you think of anybody, whether it be family, friend, counselor,
professor, or whatever that put any unnecessary roadblocks in wvour path
while vou were in law school?

Mo

Were vou ever counceled by faculty or administration to pursue any
particular fieid of law?

Mo,

Okav. Were wvou ever discourzged from any particular field including
courtroom 1aw?

M

Okay. A1l right. When vou graduated from law <schocl, what Kind of
position did vou apply for and what position did vou get?

I got exactly the position 1 wanted. Though I applied for a lot of
others, 1 was most interested in practicing criminal lTaw and at the peoint
in time when I graduated from law school, 1 didn't have z clear idea in
terms of whether 1 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 familiar with EI Faso so I sent resumes
to Titerally every firm in town and 1 found almost no one receptive to me
at ali.

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

fes, wves. 1 Afound it very difficult to get a job in El Paso. Now my
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first choice was here in the District Attorney’s Qffice, and I think that
when 1 started applving here that they did not have an opening and also
being in the position of hiring now, I understand it a little bit better
than when I was trying toc 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 whom vou're going to get in a position. It7s very
hard to intefview pecple and talk in terms of "we’ll hire you in a month,
we’11 call vou in six months, we’1l hire you in a vear.”

Because you don’t Know if you'll have the financial capabilities?

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 vear I had the interesting experience of
having & partner with a small to middie size firm sav, “Carol, why don’t
send me & resume?" And I said, "I sent you a resume a vear ago." And he
szid, "Yeah, but we threw it away becaucse you were a woman and we didn’t
Know i it would work vet." And so.

An overt example of discrimination.

fes, yes, S50 1 ¥now 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,

Did you ever get a response back? I mean, vou sent vour resume to the
iarge firms but did they ever at least write vou a letter back?

Mo, 1 got no response from them at all and I think that‘s now again, I'm
learning that’s fairly typical of E1 Paso. The law firms apparently in
El Pasoc do not respond to letters and they don‘t respond to resumes and
when you beat down on the door, on occasion they’11 let you in but mostiyx

¥ou need to have, vou Know, your father or your brother or someocne like

of
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that ¥now someone and arrange for him,

iWhether you're a male or female or just...

I think both if you're a male or a female, but especially if vou're a
temale.,

AlT right. So then how did vou get this job? What happened? You just
kept applving and finally a position opened up?

I called Janet Ruesch as a name 1 had heard in schocl from someone 1 went
to school with as being an influential female attorney in this town, and
said, "How do vou get a job in this town? I“ve sent letters everywhere,”
And she said basically what 1 just said to you. BShe said, "You‘ve got to
sit in their offices until they see you.” And 1 said, “"Specifically, I
want a Jjob in the District Attorney's Office." And she said, "Go sit
there until they see you." And 1 sat here for about two davs.

And when ryou finallty got an interview you got the job down there?

fes,

OkKav, so vou feel that vou did have to settle for less or you didn’'t have
to settle for less because of your sex?

I really didn“t have to settle for less because this, I think quite
coincidentally in El Paso the job that I most wanted was a job that was
most open for women so I did not have to settle for something less. I+
I1°d wanted something other than this, I think I probably might have,
Would have because of vour sex.

That's correct.

A1l right, tet me ask you & question about something else as far as
social goes. Do vou feel that marriage and a law profession are a viable

combination?

Yes,
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Then vou feel Tike that would work for women and men aliKe?

Yes. I think regardiess of what 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. It7z difficult, I think, to work out., But 1 don't think
it's any different, marbe more difficult than some, but I don’t think,
for instance, it’'s any more difficult as an attorner than it was when I
Was a nurse.

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 mavbe a little more
difficult but you =till would put it on the same level?

Yes, 1 would,

You wouldn’t put this position that vou're now in higher than...

Mo, 1 wouldn”t,

Dz, When »ou were married or throughout the vears that vou‘ve had a
male relationship or even a female friend or whatever, how did they react

to rour career? How did they react to vou ag a professional? Since itf

]

not something that women do predominantly,

Um hm. My ex-husband was extremely supportive of me in my career. Now I
find that my female friends as well as men that I‘ve had relationships
with are all the same feeling.

S50, they are supportive in that sense.

Yes,

Okay, S0 do you feel then that vou're well on vour way to reaching a
personal goal?

fes,

You feel you’ve been successful thus far?
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fes,

Do you consider vourseld a competitive person, socially, politically?
fes,

In both.

In both, ves.

Do vou have political aspirations?

Mo, I don‘t. FRealistically, in this town, to succeed as an attorner you
cannot be unaware of politics. 1 don’t want to be & politician per se, I
don“t want to run for office but vou cannct be a successful attorney in
this town unless you're aware and involved politically.

That means campaigning for other people and stuff Tike that?

That‘s right.

Okay. If wvou had it to do all over again, would vou choose this career,
this profession?

Yes.

Oka¥. Do you feel, that wvou have in any way reached a goal for your sex,
for women?

I get a lot of feedback from jurors, and Ive had the experience in terms
ot a lot of women who have served on juries coming up to me after a case
and zaving, "You gave me a sense of feeling pride,"” and that in turn
makes me feel wery proud and though I, you Know, it‘s not necessarily an
objective on a day to dar basis, I find that happening. 1 guess anvtime,
especially in EV Paso, anytime a woman is in the public eye and is in any
way successful or even if she’s not succeseful in terms of money or power
or something like that, as long as she conducts herself well, 1 think

women are proud of her and she gets a sence of having accomplished

something for women.
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Do vou feel that vou have received fair treatment as a prosecutor, as an
attorney, from judges and other lawvers?

Within thiz office, from the people who work in this office, for the most
part, ves., From people outside of this office, absolutely no, especially
in terms of judges. The prime example is when 1 became pregnant, there
was an attempt to bar me from the courtroom just because 1 was pregnant.
From any case or just from that particular one?

The attempt was to bar me +$rom that particular case but what was
expressed to me was that I shouldn’t be in the courtrocom at all.

That was the implication.

Net just the implication. I had many attorneys coming into my office.
Let me back up & minute. When I was first appointed as the special rape
and child abuse prosecutor, 1 had many defencse attornerys express the
opinion to me, "It"s not fair to have a woman prosecuting those Kinds of

cases,”

S0, and unbeknownst to those people when they were exprescing
that opinion, 1 was already pregnant. It just wasn’t obvious. 5o there
was a feeling that it was unfair for a woman to have that job a2t all and
then when it became apparent that I was pregnant, it was expressed that I
shouldn’t be ailowed to try any rape cases, I shouldn’t be allowed to try
any child abuse cases and there was quite a question about whether I
should be allowed in a courtroom at all, And, vou Know, that was not
just one judge, but that was a 1ot of attorneys in this community saring
things directly to my face and then of course cbviocusly they were going
to gossip behind my back, but many having no quaims at ail about walking
inte my office and saving, "What do vou think vou’re doing?"

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

case? Did they just wait until after you'd had vour child? Do vou feel

-0
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that vou were treated fairly?

Noe, 1 don‘t +Feel that I was treated fairly at all. 1 think that the
judge’s decision to postpone the case until after 1 was pregnant had
terrible implications for women as attorneve. You know, if, 1 was near
the end of my pregnancy and that particular case, the wait of a few
monthe probably didn“t hurt, you Know, but what if 1°d been a civil
attorney and my income depended on it and everything had been continued
far six months, You Know, the implications of it were terrible, but
also, you Know, at the time I received anonymous threats about things
that would happen to me if 1 pursued the matter and those threats
apparently are being realized. I was promised that I would wind up with
grievances against me. I have grievances against me, not relating
directly to that but I believe as a result of it. So, you Know, even
though I°m three yearc down the line 1 feel like I‘m =till personally and
professionally suffering the consequences of [that decisionl.

Okay. How do clients and jurors respond to you as a woman lawver?

I think very well. I don‘t think I...1°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 was treated by a male attorney in the courtroom. 1 found the
community in general and jurors in general much more open than the leqal
community and I don“t, 1 can’t think of any instance where 1°ve had a
Jury react badiy to me because of my sex but 1 have had them react badly
to judges and defense attornevs because of the way they treated me in the
courtroom,

Okay. How about the people vou defend, how do they react to vou?

Well, technically I don’t represent anvbody.

Right.

10
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Technically I'm there to prosecute someone. In terms of the people 1
deal with as wvictims, I can’t recall having a negative response from
victim or witnessés because they expected a male attorney and it was a
female attorney. #And of course if anything, I‘ve used it to my advantage
in that I work a great deal with rape victims and with children which I
guess in terms of dealing with people that, vou Know, it seems that rape
victims do want to talk to a woman and it seems that sometimes children
relate better to woman and I don“t Know that that‘s necessarily because
I'm a woman but perhaps because of skille I deveioped as a woman.

Right. Let me just ask you this. Say you prosecuted someone, a man, and
the wictim was also a man and vou or the defense attorney won the case
for the person that you were prosecuting, have wou ever had vour wictim

gay to you something discriminatory, you Know, "You lost it because

Mo, newver,

Nothing TiKe that has ever happened.

Mo.]

Okay. Just a couple of things., #Are vou a member of the Women‘s Bar
fAssociation?

Yes, 1 am.

What“s vour reaction to that experience?

When I was in the situation of being pregnant and the judge was trying to
bar me from the courtroom, 1 found that that group was extremely
supportive and people who did not Tike me personally, vou know, put aside
perczonal feelings and were concerned about that icsue and 1 was very
proud of that organization, belonging to that organization at that time.

And that is perhaps, I guess, the strongest thing I‘ve ever seen them do.

11
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While 1 have not been extremely active, Either 1 do go from time to time
to meetings and try to be aware of what they‘re doing, and in the Jlength
of time that I‘ve been in town that was probably the time period when
ther had the highest attendance, the most extra meetings, a real sense of
this being important and trying to accomplish something which I think it
was. I think that that was probably the greatest threat to us as a group
in the length of time that I‘ve been practicing in El Paso.

Do you feel that that organization then is important in terms of support?
Yes, I think it is and in fact I 1like the role they play., Basically,
they meet for lunch once a month and are very low-kev and don’t meddie in
& lot of things that are unimportant. When zomething important happens,
they rally as a group and are very strong so I approve of that very much
and do +ind them very supportive.

Okay, and how long have you been a part of it? How many wears
approximately?

About five vears,

Are vyou a member of the El Paso Bar Association?

Ne, I‘m not.

Have »ou ever attended or had any reaction to their annual Bar Banquet?

I attended this past vear for the first time. #And the primary reason I
attended this past vear for the first time was to try to be supportive,
It was the first vear that the Women’s Bar had had input. There was
quite an effort by several women to participate and to tone it down so to
speak and so I went to be supportive of those efforts and to be
supportive of the El Paso Bar éssociation, too, in its efforts to change

what had been apparently a very bad situation. I had not attended in

previous wears but had heard gory details,
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Right, =3 asking you to comment on previous vears wouldn't be
appropriate, I, that’s really, vou Know, all 1 have. Oh, one other
question. What‘s it 1ike being a mother and being, vou Know, having this
position, because it‘s a very demanding one, I Know? @A single mother at
that.

That’s my problem. 1t°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,

S0 vou feel like if vou had a relationship or something that it would be
different, it would be less stressful, maybe?

fes, I, vou Know, any time I think that vou have... I have a very good
relationship with my child’s father and my child spends a 1ot of time
with his father but when the chiid is with me that‘s, vou Know, 24 hours
a dary so to speak when vou're there and there’s not relief and if vou're
sick, vou're sick, wvou Know, that Kind of thing., But I find, I don’t
think my job is any more difficult than any other could be. In fact, I'm
very lucky to have a lot of friends who work here in the office. Yau
Krnow, I 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 trying the capital
murder [casel. 1'm lucky in having a number of women in this cffice who
are very supportive and vou don’t think anything about going over to my
house and picking up my child if the situation calls for it.

Wow.

So I'm lucky. You Know, I could be in another job and not have those

Kinds of friends close by and have problems.
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Right and have to deal with that., Okay., That‘s really all the questions
that I have, unless you want to make any other comments. 1°d like to
close by marbe saving that, or asking when vou came here, attitudes were
one way, and today attitudes are another way. Have they changed for the
better or for the worse or have they at all in vour apinion?

I don”t think they‘ve changed. And one thing we Kind of talked around
and has been coming to my mind 1 should comment on: we talked in the
courtroom and the problems 1‘ve had. The Jjob I have now as first
administrative assistant involves not just work in court but I have to
deal & 1ot with other departments within the county and with
commissioner‘s court and 1 find other departments in the county and
commissioner’s court very unwilling to accept a woman in this position.
A number of political people in this building would much rather have a
male political buddy come down and slap them on the back and discusz &
political favor as opposed to having a woman who is very oriented toward
proper procedures come in with her facts and figures and follow &11  the
roles and <cay this is what we're asking for. And I really don’t think
that attitudes in this courthouse and the attitudes of people I have to
deal with have changed at all. I always found Steve Simmons, the
district attorney, very receptive to me. He was alwavys concerned. From
the wvery Afirst day he interviewed me for the job up until now he has
always looked at me in terms of what are my capabilities, what can I do,
what are my assets, and probably what are my shortcomings, but it‘s not
been on the basis of you‘re a man or you're a woman, therefore you're
going to do  this or that. And 17ve always found most of the people in
thic office extremely open and 1 do not feel that within this office

pecple have ever discriminated against me or treated me in a particular

14
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way because | was a woman and as for the rest of the courthouse outside

of this office, 1 don't see attitudes changing. I think men are veryw

sexist and 1 csee that not just towards me hut towards any other women in

this of+tice and many other women in this courthouse.

END OF INTERVIEW
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