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The First Generation

No one claims that the military is an easy career choice, and for Hispanic women it
might not yet be an obvious one; but for Latinas who have spent a lifetime rising to
the highest ranks, it has clearly been the right one.

Women's official military history is relatively short. Their
military contributions were not officially recognized until
the establishment of the Army Nurse Corps in 1901 and the
Navy Nurse Corps in 1908. In 1948 women were granted
permanent status in both the regular and reserve armed
forces with the Women'’s Armed Services Integration Act.
With the repeal of the combat exclusion law in 1993,
women, though still not allowed to participate in ground
combat, are finally allowed to participate in flight and at-
sea combat missions. Today, women are leading high-
profile and highly-decorated careers in the military, with
many strong Latinas in their midst.

Brigadier General Maria Owens addresses the
luncheon audience at the National LATINA

Symposium on Sept. 8. Photo by Juan Carlos
Bricefio.

Brigadier General Maria Owens, whose parents were both World War 1l veterans, is the director of
manpower and personnel for the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Washington, D.C. Owens’ father, who
served in the Army, Navy and Air Force, was still on active duty for the Air Force when Owens was young.
“From the time | was a little girl I always thought | would come into the Air Force,” says Owens. “The Air Force
has been my livelihood, my life, for 30 years — and it has really delivered on all the ambitions and dreams and
hopes that | had.”

Looking back at her long career, Owens describes an equal-opportunity environment. I have never
experienced any discrimination with respect to being a Mexican American,” she says. "My experience in 30
years has been that if an officer ... performs their professional responsibilities in the manner that one is
expected to perform, that is what is important to the U.S. Air Force. You could be green, for all they care! The
Air Force just wants leaders who are willing to work hard and will deliver, no matter what their color or gender.”

Owens notes that the military is making specific efforts to recruit minorities and increase the number of
Hispanics in the military academies, but she stresses the need for Latinas not to depend on anyone but
themselves. "It is up to each one of us as individuals to step forward and learn how can we obtain an
education, how can we obtain technical training, and what can we do to put ourselves into a position to
compete for a better life,” she says. "I do not believe that we should rely on our minority status to get us there.
I think we should determine that we need to get out there and work hard.”

One person who did just that is retired Lieutenant Colonel Consuelo
Castillo Kickbusch, who rose to a senior officer position in the Army
and became the highest-ranking woman in the Army’s Combat Support
Field. Today, she is the founder of Educational Achievement Services,
through which she gives motivational lectures to empower people,
including Hispanic youth, to become leaders.

From the beginning of her military career, Castillo Kickbusch was always
one of few Latinas. “What happens to a lot of women and Latinas is that
there’s a crossroads in their life. They have this loyalty towards la
familia, and the military calls you to conduct your mission in various
places,” she says.

But Castillo Kickbusch’s own story proves that a military career and
family life are not an impossible combination. Herself a mother of five,
Castillo Kickbusch decided to have her children “when the army thought
it was OK so that | could jump back into the fast lane again. It was very
high paced, very demanding, but very satisfying and very gratifying,”
she says.
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