ACLIMB TO THE TO

Brandenburg juggles volunteer duties, a
full-time job and family life.

By TRACIE WHITE
Sentinel staff writer

HE 911 calls come in any-

. time of the day or night: O

dead body sighted on
beach; fishermen lost at sea; inju-
ry accident on Highway 1; man
stranded on cliff; shark attack.

And Margaret Brandenburg re-
sponds, day or night.

Usually, it’s night.

In three or four minutes, she’s
driven the few blocks from her
Davenport home to the Daven-
port Fire Station; parked her
Toyota Camry, unlocked the fire
station door‘,l&lﬂed on a pair of
yellow over. sitting ready in
the hallway and backed the res-
cue unit out onto the road.

Heart pumping; adrenaline
Aowi

owing.
She’s done this day and night,
year after year and, like her co-
workers, she does this for free.
Brandenburg doesn’t bowl or sew
or play golf. Her hobby, what she
does in her spare time, is save
people’s lives.

There was a time, Branden-

burg said, over the nine years

that she’s volunteered with the
Davenport fire department, when
she considered herself what
firefighters call an “adrenaline
junkie.” .

“You can get wired and enjoy
the high,” she said thoughtfully,
resting her head in her hand.

Adrenaline rush still pushes Davenport fire captain

‘They say I can be rather loud and
bnoxious when I need to be. ...
Somebody has to seize the situation
and get it under control.’

— Margaret Brandenburg

Dressed in a T-shirt and blue
jeans, she was seated on a couch
at the fire station on a Saturday
morning relaxing after a call
(non-injury accident). “You feel
like you’re doing battle; you're
fighting death. Fighting it tooth
and nail with every ounce.”

Of course, it’s not always like
that. Especially now that Bran-
denburg — a 42-year-old full-time
nurse and single mother of two
— is fire captain, a position that
she was voted into by her fellow
volunteer firefighters. There’s
the paperwork and the bureau-
cracy to battle and, like always,
the endless drunk calls to re-
spond to.

But every once in awhile,
there’s a call that gets that old
adrenaline flowing.

Brandenburg pauses, sifting
through the memories of the
countless calls she’s responded to
over the years, searching for the

right one, her face flushed. Final-
ly, she finds it. .

It was one of her first calls. A
man fell off a nearby cliff and
washed up on the beach. “It was
awful,” she said, remembering
the narrow ledge that she had to
inch out along, 80 feet above the
sea. When she got to the victim,
it was clear he was having trou-
ble breathing. He was near
drowning. She stabilized his head
and back, using a cervical collar
and rolling him onto a back-
board, then hauled him up the
cliff with the help of other
firefighters.

“Two weeks later there was a
knock on my door,” Branden-
burg said. “An elderly gentlemen
wanted to thank me for saving
his son’s life. He walked out of
the hospital fine.”

YALM AND COOL in the face
of calamity, that’s how Bran-
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lenburg’s co-workers describe her.
\ lleader, someone who takes con-
rol.

“I'd stand alongside her in any
mergency,” said Frank Hutchin-
on, a Big Creek Lumber employee
vho volunteered for the Davenport
ire department 11 years before re-
iring last year. “She’s got a cool
1ead. She’s not perfect,” he added.
‘She has a wicked temper if vou
ross her. She’ll yell; she’ll scream;
yut she’s real good about holding it
intil you get back.”

He paused, changed the tone of
iis voice. Of course, he said, “You
:an’t fault anybody that will get up
it midnight and then at 3 o’clock
n the morning to chase a drunk.”

“She’s a whirlwind,” said
Michael Magill, 32, Brandenburg’s

‘live-in boyfriend and a fellow

firefighter. The couple met at the
fire station. Both were new volun-
teers when they went out together
on their first call in 1983. “For
some people that’s kind of hard.
For one thing, she’s a woman; the
fire service, it’s definitely a good
old boys club; she looks like a gen-
tle person, and people take her for
granted. She’'d ask a few of the
guys to do something, and some-
times they’d ignore her.

“That’s when she would get a lit-
tle loud. Everybody’s caught off
guard. Her voice will go shrill for
just an instant.” It works though,
he said, laughing. Oh yeah, it
works.

Brandenburg laughs too.

“They say I can be rather loud
and obnoxious when I need to be.
It certainly gets their attention.
Somebody has to seize the situa-
tion and get it under control.”

HAT’'S WHAT Brandenburg
A did 13 years ago when, as a
mother of two young children go-
ing through a divorce with no
money and little education, she
moved to Davenport, After work-
ing 48 a nurse’s aid for $3.75 an
hour; she decided to be a welfare
mother and go back to school.

- “I 'moved into that little gray
house,” Brandenburg said, point-
ing 'out the window of the fire sta-
tion, “I was not used to being sin-
gle. Every moment could be
terrifying.” She was 29. Her mar-
riage had lasted 10 years.

. “I 'was raised you get married,
you stay married,” she said. “I had
a.lotof anger. It fed me.” -

LR Ot

't In71983, Brandenburg completed
school and went to work as a
nurse. At 33, she got a job at Santa
Clara Valley Medical Center where
she.still works full time. She vol-
unteered for the fire department
wHhen she got out of school, hoping
tp-get: experience for her nursing

oareer, She didn’t plan on staying

long. : ‘ ‘

++ That was almost 10 years ago.

' “It’s:been everything I thought it
Would  be, and then some,” she
§aid. “It disrupts your whole life.
When I was a kid, it was totally
thconceivable that I would be do-

ing this" )

But the work|is addicting, de-
spite the drawbacks, she said.

And there are|drawbacks.

“We do body |recovery,” Bran-
denburg said. “There’s not a beach
near here I haven’t picked up a
body.” She remembers one body,
in particular, that stuck with her,
its image seared)onto her brain.

“Everything was intact when we
found him. His je:ans were fine, his
Casio watch was.fine. His face was
missing. I finally had to tell him to
go away, go away.’

The tough calls stay with you a
long time, she said.

“Like when we lost that little Ko-
rean boy and his father.” The two
had had gone fishing and were
washed out to sea by the surf.
Emergency crews were called in to
search for the bodies. “The chop-
per was running low,” she said. “I
had left adults in the water before,
but never a child. I didn’t want to
do that. If you don’t find them that

day, they go down forever.”

ITH THE increasing num-

ber of dugil-income families,
it's getting more difficult to find
and keep voluriteer firefighters,
said Dan Turner, division chief for
the California Di vision of Forestry,
contracted by the: county to admin-
ister the fire department. “There’s

a lot of pressures on volunteers
these days,” he said. “The training
requirements are astronomical.”

“They're a special breed,” said
Turner. “They have all the same
duties as other firefighters, they're
just not paid. Rappelling over a
300-foot cliff is not something ev-
eryone would want to do.”

Brandenburg’'s children are
grown now. Sam, 21, lives in a stu-
dio apartment attached to his
mother’s home and works at Big
Creek Lumber. Rebekke, 15, is a
student at Santa Cruz High School.

“T don’t think they’ll ever be vol-
unteer firefighters because they’ve
felt the crunch,” Brandenburg
said. “Thanksgiving dinners can
be kind of boring, holidays are not
necessarily family times. The em-
phasis is on the fire department.
The time it takes away from home
is frustrating.” :

Volunteer firefighters responded
to 1,600 emergency calls in Santa
Cruz County last year, Turner
said. Included in that number were
619 fires, 717 medical emergencies,
89 hazardous material calls and
two shark calls.

Brandenburg responded to both
of the shark calls.

“Eric (Larsen) was truly amaz-
ing,” she said. “A person clearly
responsible for his own survival.

He fought the shark and got hin
self up to the beach. I was one (
the first to arrive with CDF. Ther
were four of us. It was July 1.
remember because I was about 1
go to Cosco to buy steak for tt
Fourth of July.”

Larsen was attacked about 2(
yards off shore. He retrieved h
board, paddled in, worked his wa
along the sand and crawled up tt
beach before collapsing and callir
for help.

“He had the situation prett
much under control by the time w
got there, considering how sevel
it was,” she said.

Brandenburg’s list of 911 cal
she’s responded to seems to go ¢
forever. She knows the coastlil
inside and out, learned rappellin
uses CPR, stops blood flow a1
knows how to take control in ¢
kinds of tense situations.

Rarely, she said, has she ps
icked.

But there was one time.

“I panicked at my own son’s
cident,” she said. “He had his
cense six months. He was drivi
too fast at Four Mile (Beach).
said he rolled four times. My pag
goes off. When 1 get there and :
him, the look on his face was li
‘Oh, she’s going to kill me.’

“T sat down and cried.”
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