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PORT LAVACA - Halfway through a 16-week course, nine rookies are finding the 

studies hard and the physical training tough, but they feel a lot of pride in 

their accomplishments as they head toward the day when they will be state 

certified firefighters. 

 

Port Lavaca Fire Chief Joe Plumlee is also proud of the students of the first-

ever Gulf Coast Regional Fire Training Academy. The seven men and two women in 

training at Port Lavaca's station No. 2 are each maintaining at least an 80-point 

average, which Plumlee said is vital in being able to pass the state test. 

 

Classes are from 7 a.m. to 4 p.m. with a lunch break. In addition to studying the 

thick textbook that is the basis for the certification test, there are lectures, 

videos, drills and field practice. 

 

After three weeks, students have the option of spending nights at the station and 

responding to calls along with the firefighters. 

 

"We feel this is an integral part of their training," said the chief, who added 

that this gives rookies a real taste of what being a firefighter is all about. 

 

Brandie Sweet spends four nights a week at the station. 

 

In response to ribbing from her co-rookies, she said, "I have a life. I just 

prefer to live it in a fire station." 

 

With a background of two and half years as a volunteer firefighter, Sweet said 

she likes the action and the suspense. 

 

"You never know. You're asleep. You jump out of bed. You go get the job done. We 

have the opportunity to stay here and help the paid guys by giving them an extra 

pair of hands." 

 

But there is more to it than that. As a single mother, she leaves her 4-year-old 

son, Dion, with relatives back home in LaVernia. To help with expenses, she works 

at Domino's Pizza while off-duty. 

 

She turns away from the group to hide a tear as she talks about being away from 

her son, but says it will be worth it in the long run. "It's hard. It's real 

hard. He and I are sacrificing right now, so we can have a better life." 

 

Physical fitness starts at 7 a.m. and it's grueling, at least in the beginning. 

 

"But it's starting to pay off," said Vicky Martin of Fulton. As a 9-year Rockport 

volunteer, Martin recently responded to a Hazmat incident when she was home for a 

weekend. 

 

"They really emphasize getting in great shape here and my ability to run paid 

off. I had to run through a park in full gear to warn joggers of the danger." 

 

Besides that, she said, "I've lost 20 pounds." 

 



Martin left her job with the Rockport school district and is living on savings 

while she earns an associates degree in fire science. 

 

Already teaching as a volunteer, the training will enable her to teach 

professionally. 

 

"We have really good instructors here. I'm learning from the best." 

 

Kenny Bechtold is also from LaVernia. He said he has firefighter friends and had 

always aspired to being one, but just didn't get around to it. 

 

When a buddy was involved in a wreck, Bechtold was the first on the scene. 

 

"I was pretty much helpless, not knowing what to do. That inspired me more so and 

I decided to learn what to do." 

 

Wearing their blue shirts and dark pants in class or bunker gear while training 

in the field, the students are careful to always wear their "rookie belts." 

 

The green belts signify discipline and responsibility. 

 

If caught without it, any Port Lavaca firefighter can order pushups no matter 

when, where, or how the rookie happens to be dressed. 

 

"You sleep with it, you have it with you at all times ... unless you're Dustin," 

explained Sweet. 

 

This brings laughter from the classmates. 

 

It seems that while Dustin was asleep, but holding onto the rope, some culprit 

managed to 'borrow' it. 

 

The cost of his getting it back remains a secret. 

 

Dustin is Dustin Caraway, a 2006 graduate of Calhoun High School. He spent seven 

months as a Port Lavaca volunteer. "I just enjoyed it. I had to jump in and try 

it out." 

 

But, he said, the biggest influence was growing up listening to his mother's 

firefighting adventures during her college days. 

 

The other rookies are Josh Acosta and Eddie Briseno of Victoria, Todd Heiman of 

San Antonio, Ross Juranek of El Campo and Eric Runey of Willis. 

 

The instructors are Port Lavaca firefighters Kevin Heil, Josh Mikulec, Rocky 

Gray, David Scroggins, Boyd Staloch, David Johnson, David Stokes, Jay Clary, Gary 

Kemper, Armando Escobar and Plumlee. Also, Calhoun County Fire Marshal Rob 

Thigpen and Mark Wobus of the Texas Forest Service serve as instructors. 

 

A new class is scheduled to begin March 5. Tuition is $1,800 plus the cost of the 

textbook and equipment. For information, call 361-552-3241. 

 

Louise Popplewell is a reporter for the Advocate. Contact her at 361-552-2803 or 

ptlavadv@vicad.com, or comment on this story at www.VictoriaAdvocate.com. 
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