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Firefighters are fascinating people. Their resolve and courage in the face of adversity and danger is stunning and exemplary. Understanding the mindset of a firefighter is trying to understand the very nature of heroism. Through my project so far, I’ve used information collected from articles, books, and personal knowledge to try and examine the common aspects of the personality and psychology of firefighters in general. To help expand my understanding and knowledge of the subject further, I’d chosen to interview a firefighter from the Purdue Fire Department in West Lafayette, Indiana. I hoped to get a firefighter’s insider close-up perspective and opinions on the profession of firefighting and on firefighting in general. I was also trying to get some understanding of the nature of the firefighter’s relationship with his profession. 


Chief Monte Kemper has been fighting fires for twenty-six years. He originally started out as a T.V. repairman, before being encouraged by friends to apply for the Fire Department in Battleground. He worked there for five years, before moving to the Purdue Fire Department where he’s been working for over a decade. Chief Kemper is an Assistant Chief at Purdue Fire Department, where he and the men and women under him, work 24-hour shifts almost every alternate day. When I arrived at the firehouse to ask him for an interview, his unit had just returned from a run, and he was busy filling out records and forms. So, I was grateful for his time. With so many years under his belt, Chief Kemper had a lot of interesting things to tell me about his experiences as a firefighter, and he had me rapt with attention all through the interview.


The first thing that struck me about Chief Kemper was his friendliness and upbeat attitude. He was busy and I’m sure, tired after such a long day, yet he talked to me like he was talking to an old friend, with wit and charm, and an incredible sense of humor. His friendly nature seemed to carry over to the rest of the firefighters in the firehouse and they all seemed especially pleased to be able to relate their experiences. Chief Kemper loves his job, there’s nothing else in the world he can imagine doing now, he tells me, and he shares with me his jovial enthusiasm for all the training firefighters in the department go through – rappelling off buildings, passing yourself from building to building using a technique that bears distinct resemblance to tight rope walking, crawling through smoke-filled corridors in training scenarios, etc.  Chief Kemper tells me there’s something special about the job. “Once you get it into your system”, he explains, “You can’t let it go.”


Kemper says that there is an unpredictability to firefighting that makes it different from most civilian jobs. An eight to five office worker he says would find it difficult to understand that firefighters love their job. There are very few jobs in the world about which this can be said with such certainty. He does think that there are some drawbacks – sometimes he misses important events in his children’s lives, his wife sometimes finds it difficult to understand his commitment to the job. Birthdays, ball games, etc are the causalities of a job so demanding. Yet, he gets four vacation days a month and that’s great for catching up with his family. In his career as a firefighter he has seen a lot of terrible things, and he’s been to car accidents, some major fires, and a plane crash some years ago. Not every firefighter, he says, can stomach some of the gory scenes of death that they sometimes come across. But, he feels the job offers a fantastic opportunity to do good things, give something back to the community and have a great time. Those are the pros that outweigh the cons.


Chief Kemper believes that firefighters everywhere feel like part of a giant family, and they treat each other like brothers and sisters. Some of the parents of Purdue students are firefighters he says, and no matter which part of the country they’re from, they show up at the firehouse to say hello, and they always receive a very warm welcome. He truly enjoys the company of the men and women in his unit and they spend a huge amount of time together, and the relationships that grow are strong and lasting. Firefighters are tight; they crash together, watch TV together, go to picnics, etc. It’s the common experience of danger and common goals that make them such a close-knit community, says Kemper. An eight to five office worker would find it hard to understand the close peer-to-peer relationships that exist in a firehouse, but in firefighting that’s essential for a team to perform in so dangerous an environment. 


Chief Kemper says that every firefighter, veteran or rookie, no matter how experienced, always feels an adrenaline rush during every run. You never know when you’re going to get an alarm, or what the exact nature of the emergency is, he says. As if to prove him right, at that exact moment, an alarm comes in from nearby Earhart Hall when an elevator with people inside gets stuck in between floors. Immediately, the firehouse gains an air of urgency and importance, as the firefighters go about the job quickly but calmly, of preparing themselves and the fire engine for the task ahead. Kemper continues, “You never know what you’re going to get when you get to the scene, for instance, in this case, will it be a simple case of prying the doors open, or will we have to do something much more complex.” I ask him whether that sometimes makes the job more difficult, or whether sometimes that makes him want to change jobs – “No” he says, “it’s that exact adrenaline rush of not knowing with absolute certainty what you’re going up against that gives this job a certain attractiveness.” He adds that there is very little repetitiveness in firefighting, every day and run is different. With terrorism and other issues, firefighters these days, are kept all the more busy, with special anti-terrorist training, emergency medical service training, and other new kinds of things to help the department rise to new challenges. 


Perhaps the character of firefighters is best revealed by their attitude – you get an impression of a very strong person, strong physically, and strong-minded, yet you can still see right through to their incredible compassion. Chief Kemper still remembers fondly buddies and officers from his over 2 decades with the Fire Service. He recounts stories of past chiefs, and friends with stunning clarity.  It struck me again just how much this job and the people it brings together are so tightly woven. Firefighters don’t try to be heroes, Kemper suggests, that’s not the point of it at all. They just do what they have to do and like doing. A now retired chief once said to his unit when he first joined the fire department “You respond to an alarm, you do your job as best as you can, you save people, and then all come back together, and you’ve had a good day.” A couple of decades later, Chief Kemper still believes that that was one very sensible piece of philosophy. Chief Kemper points out that most firefighters are volunteers. It’s a great job, he says, there’s nothing special about a firefighter, but we try and do our job, give something back to the community and do it as best as we can and enjoy it on our way. As Kemper likes to say, “I’m going to continue doing this job for as long as I can. The day I finally retire will be the day I wake up and no longer find this job exciting.” 


Chief Kemper gave me some good insight into the way firefighter’s look at life. He did make it clear that other firefighters might think a little differently and have different experiences, and there is no such thing as a ‘typical firefighter’, but firefighters in general do share most if not all of these ideas.  There’s very little ambiguity in a firefighter’s mind that he or she occupies an important role in society, but they make it a point to put the role before the person. I feel I’ve been given some truly interesting information. Moreover, I’m grateful for the experience of talking with Chief Kemper, because it’s helped see a lot of things that are beginning to have a positive impact on my life. I now feel that firefighters are influenced by very different factors to join the fire service – peer recommendation, sense of purpose, etc. The real question that helps you understand a firefighter’s nature and outlook on life is why he or she stayed in such a job. I think Chief Kemper has helped me find most of the answer to that question. There is some additional information however that I’m interested in looking for. This information could include further opinions of firefighters, opinions and impressions of psychologists, etc and pertain to the topic I’m pursuing. I’ve had a great experience working on this interview project and I hope I carry this enthusiasm over to the next project.

