                  FIGHTING THE FIRE FROM THE 
                      TOP FLOOR AND THE ROOF

By: Nationally Certified Fire Instructor, J.W. FitzPatrick, Jr.

     In this article we are going to continue to talk about ladder truck company operations.  We will discuss tactics for structure fires in the top floors, the cockloft (attic) and the roof.

     I am mainly talking about fires in apartment complexes, office complexes and strip malls.  Many of these buildings, especially in older cities with old downtown sections, do not have firewalls extending from the top floor into the cockloft and through the roof.

     Top floor fires always present the possibility of fire extending into the cockloft.  This can result in a complete loss of the top floor and the roof.  Fire can also drop down into the lower floors.

     When it is necessary to cut holes in the roof, a sufficiently large hole (approximately an 8’ X 8’) should be cut directly over the fire.  One large hole is much better than two or more smaller holes.  Two power saws should be put into operation promptly to prevent lateral spread of the fire into the cockloft.
     Ventilation of the top floor must also be accomplished via the windows.  This may be done from the interior, from ladders or from the roof itself.  Ventilation, via the windows, in conjunction with the hole made in the roof, will make the top floor tenable for search, opening up and for the fire extinguishment itself.
     With cockloft fires, it is very important to have the ceilings pulled to expose the fire.  Sufficient members with hooks must be assigned to pull down these ceilings.  At times it may be necessary to assign engine companies, or individual engine company members to assist the ladder companies with this task.  A charged handline must also be ready to extinguish any exposed fire that may appear.

     One of the most serious problems at cockloft fires is to determine the extent of the blaze.  To accomplish this, it will be necessary to get all apartments and/or offices opened up on the top floor.  Make ceiling openings to find the extent of the fire, members must get ahead of the fire and work back to the origin of the fire.

     Fire stopping in the cockloft cannot be depended upon.  Cocklofts may be undivided, as in the case when fire partitions only come up to the underside of the roof beams.  Also, there may be openings in the fire stopping because of poor workmanship, such as chases made for electrical wires, pipes, etc, and not properly filled around these openings.
     Attached buildings of the same height, especially, if built at the same time must be checked for possible extension of the fire.
     Cockloft fires in large area buildings may spread rapidly. This is because of the layout of the building sections, apartments and/or offices.  This usually requires many handlines and much ladder company personnel to bring these fires under control.  It is important, therefore, to request additional alarms of fire, in the early stages of the fire.  Don’t delay.
     Trenching the roof is one of the techniques used to stop the spread of fire in a cockloft.  One or more trenches must be cut in the roof.

     Trenching a roof is a defensive operation that is performed to limit the extension of fire in the cockloft.  A trench may be cut, but should not be pulled (opened) until there is adequate vent openings over the fire.

     Ideally, the trench should be precut, but not pulled.  Two or more inspection holes should be cut on the fire side of the trench.  When, and if, the fire reaches the inspection holes, then, the precut trench is pulled.  This sequence lessens the possibility of the fire moving rapidly and prematurely toward what is, in effect, a second distant opening (the trench) cut in a roof.

     To be effective, the trench must be properly located.  It should be at least three feet wide, and cut from wall to wall, or to another suitable fire stop such as a stairway or elevator bulkhead.  Failure to complete a trench may allow the fire to pass to the other side of the trench.
     The position of the first trench cut should be selected at a location that will isolate the fire to a section of the roof far enough away from the present fire position to allow time to cut and still not pull the fire.  Fire travel will usually indicate the need for a trench but at times it will be difficult to determine.

     The trench should be cut about twenty (20) feet from the initial vent hole.  It should be cut at the narrowest available roof section taking advantage of bulkhead structures on the roof, outside walls, skylights, etc.

     Do not depend on firewalls constructed within the structure.  If the fire is involved and it appears doubtful that the first trench cut can hold or stop the spread of fire, or, if during the trenching operation there are indications of fire existing in the cockloft beneath the operating members, then the members must retreat and start a second trench a greater distance from their previous position, even if it means giving up the entire wing of the structure.  If fire doesn’t pas that trench, then the mission has been accomplished.

     Members cutting a trench or a ventilation hole on the roof must be assured of a way of getting off the roof.  Their means of escape must not be cut off by the trench cut or other openings.  Keep all members off of the roof on the fire side of the trench.  If fire vents out of and/or crosses the trench these members may become cut off and trapped.

     It is a good practice, on large structures, to have two ladders raised to the roof at different ends of the structure to provide egress from the roof.  Members operating on the roof shall call for and direct the placement of these ladders to assure their safe means of egress from that roof.

     Members must be aware of changing fire conditions in case the means of escape that they were depending upon can no longer be used because of a change in the fire situation.  A charged hoseline should be in position on the roof to protect the members operating and the trench opening.  This hoseline should be operated into the trench only to prevent fire from extending across the cockloft.  This is the reason for the trench cut. Traveling fire in a cockloft will stop and free burn up into trench cut, thus stopping the spread of fire, if no trench cut was in place.
     Understand that there is a mass of wood in the cockloft equal to a small lumber yard.  Some cocklofts are as much as four feet deep.  Wood components range from 2 by 8 inch to 1 by 2 inch braces, all dry and very easy to ignite.

     The absence of fire showing at the trench is no guarantee that fire hasn’t extended across the cut.  The smoke and gases coming from the trench may be coming from both sides.
     Be aware that fire may have extended beyond the trench cut.  Additional examination holes may have to be made past the trench.  In the early stages of the fire, visibility into the cockloft from the roof trench is extremely limited or non-existent.  Ceilings on the floor below must be pulled (opened) up in various apartments or offices, continually working toward the trench areas.

     A large hole (approximately 8 by 8 feet), must be cut over the main area of fire.  This will relieve the roof space of the built up heat and fire and will create thermal updraft.  After this large hole is cut over the fire, trench cuts can be made as defensive moves to separate the roof sections.  This will not interfere with the thermal updraft that is venting the main area of fire and hence will provide the necessary venting for the fire companies that are operating on the top floor.

     In doing so, they can continue opening up the ceilings with hooks that will more quickly expose the cockloft fire area.  When conditions indicate roof operations (top floor fire, shaft fire, two floors involved in fire, heavy fire conditions, etc.) the aerial ladder may initially be raised to the roof for rapid ascent to the roof and for the outside vent man.

     Primary means of getting to the roof would be other stairways in the fire building or in an adjoining building, then going over the roof, if feasible.  The aerial ladder may then be used to vent windows as necessary.  Once that the windows are vented, the aerial ladder should be returned to the roof. That way, it can be used as a means of escape for members operating up on the roof.
