
EE sther Freeman has always had a penchant for the 
mechanical. She enjoyed working on cars growing 
up. But her welding career started with art.

“I originally got into welding through sculpture,” Free-
man said. “I loved foundry [a process in which castings 
are produced by pouring liquid metal into a mold]. So 
I did a lot of casting and worked with metal, concrete, 
and wood.”

Freeman studied sculpture at an arts college, then went 
into the trades for financial stability. She expanded her 
welding skills at a technical college before working in 
fabrication and heavy industrial settings. Freeman was 
a welding instructor at a technical college in Tennessee 
when Steve Williams, a business agent for Millwright Lo-
cal 1554, paid a visit in 2017, just as the welding school 
was shutting down. He suggested Freeman become a 
millwright.

“I already wanted to join the union,” Freeman said. 
“And the more I learned about the millwrights, the more 
I thought it would be a good fit.”

So she went for an interview at Local 1554. In Decem-
ber of 2020, Freeman became a journeyman millwright. 
She’s also a part-time welding instructor at the mill-
wright and carpenter training center in Nashville, where 
she lives. 

“Esther is very reliable and has always stepped up to 
bat when we needed assistance with the welding train-
ing program,” said William Condon, a business agent 
for Millwright Local 1554.

Learn more about Freeman and her journey through 
the Q&A below.

Q: Where are you working now?
A: I’m actually on a job at the SK Battery plant in Com-
merce, Georgia, through Millwright Local 1263 as a certi-
fied welding inspector. It’s new construction, and they 
need somebody to come through and check to make 
sure everything is in compliance with code.

Q: What are the main types of facilities where you’ve 
worked?
A: I’ve mainly worked on turbines and at car plants and 
glass plants. 

Q: Do you travel a lot?
A: Yes. The furthest I’ve gone is Denver, Colorado, but 
I’ve also worked in New Jersey, Maryland, Indiana, South 
Carolina, Georgia, Texas, and Tennessee. I’m usually on 
the road for six months of the year, cumulatively. I get 
jobs close to home, too. I’ve got plenty of work in or 
near Nashville. If I’m home, I stay busy. 

Q: You also do some part-time welding instruction for 
the Nashville training center, right? How does that 
pair with your regular work schedule? 
A: The agreement is if I’m there, I can certify people or 
teach. But I wanted to keep working and traveling, too, 
and they were nice enough to agree to that.

Q: What do you like best about your job?
A: I like that we work on things that keep the country 
going. Turbines keep the electricity on, and we work in 
mills that provide paper. And like I said before, getting 
a system to run again is just really rewarding. With new 
construction, I enjoy seeing the end product of all the 
time my colleagues and I have put into it. There’s noth-
ing quite like it.

The different types of projects are another cool part 
about being a millwright. I get to go to a paper plant one 
month and then I’m at a nuclear power plant working on 
a turbine the next month and then the next month, I’m 
at a battery plant. This doesn’t get boring.

Q: Are there any particular job tasks that you enjoy 
most or do you just like the fact that it varies?
A: I do like the fact that it varies. But I like turbine work 
the most.

Q: Why is that?
A: Partly because it makes me feel helpful. The point 
of some of these shutdowns is to install more efficient 
components so the power plant can make more energy 
off of essentially the same machinery, just updated. 

And also the tolerances are so tight on a turbine. And 
the RPMs are really high. It’s a beautiful machine. It’s a 
challenge and a privilege to work on something like that.

Q: What do you enjoy most about being an instructor?
A: I love seeing somebody get it. In one class, I was show-
ing somebody how to TIG weld, and I was walking them 
through it, and they laid down a really nice bead, and 
the smile on their face – it just made me happy. I also like 
helping people to make more money and to strengthen 
the millwrights and get more welders out there.

Q: Are more certified welders needed in the Southern 
States Millwright Regional Council?
A: There could always be more. And I am sometimes 
called upon to try to get people certified to man partic-
ular jobs. But I stick to the code we go by. If they don’t 
pass, they don’t pass. 

Q: There are still very few female millwrights. What’s 
it been like to be a woman in this profession?
A: I feel like I have a lot more of a family now that I have 
joined the union and a lot more support, as a woman, 
than when I was working in the trades before I joined. 
I feel like I’m respected more in general. I’ve had some 
people doubt me or not want me to come on a job be-
cause I’m a woman. But they tell me later that they’ve 
realized it doesn’t really matter. We’re all here to work, 
and that’s what I’m going to do.

Q: So you proved yourself to them? 
A: Yeah.

Q: What do you think accounts for the union vs. non-
union difference you mentioned?
A: I think it’s the network. We keep in touch with each 
other through social media and texts and phone calls. If 
there’s a job that might apply to me, I can get messages 
from four different people telling me to check it out. It’s 
just incredible. You don’t get that anywhere else.

Q: Do you think more people, and women in particu-
lar, should consider a career as a millwright?
A: Oh, definitely. There’s a lot of confusion about what 
it is. And my friends who are women sometimes say, 
“I could never do that.” I say, “I believe you could, with 
the proper training and guidance.” I think sometimes it 
feels almost like a whole different world, and it could 
be intimidating – the mechanical side of it. But I feel 
like a lot of women would enjoy this job just as much 
as men.

Q: What could help get more women involved?
A: The SSMRC is looking at starting Sisters in the Broth-
erhood committees in all three of its regions. I’m very 
excited to that. I just had my first nationwide Zoom 
meeting with all the United Brotherhood of Carpenters 
Sisters in the Brotherhood committee members.

Q: What kind of recruiting efforts do you think would 
work?
A: Going to high schools and technical colleges is good. 
Or putting up booths at car shows or technical confer-
ences so people can meet somebody in the trades and 
take time to chit chat.

Q: Does having been a welding instructor at a tech-
nical college give you some insights into what those 
students might be thinking and how to bring them in?
A: Yes. Knowing why people go to those colleges and 
what they’re looking to get out of them career-wise 
gives me an advantage. 

Q: Does the millwright union provide what many of 
them are looking for?
A: Oh yeah. Say somebody wants to stay close to home 
and work their 40 hours a week. You can do that. Or if 
you want to travel and work a bunch, and then have a 
lot of time off and then work a bunch again – you can 
do that. The world’s your oyster. You’ve got so many 
options.

And there’s the ability to be in a union. If you’re non-
union, you often don’t have health insurance, you’re not 
getting a pension. 

Q: So back to you. Do you still create art by welding?
A: Not as much anymore. I don’t have a lot of time or 
space for it. But I eventually want to get the space to 
do it again.
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