        LADDER TRUCK COMPANY A VITAL GROUP
By: Nationally Certified Fire Instructor, J.W. FitzPatrick, Jr.

      One of the most important parts of fireground tactics – that is of the operations of the Ladder Truck Company.  Ideally, six men are needed to carry out the truck company functions.  But we know realistically that most ladder companies usually only run with two to four members.  Some fire departments don’t even have a ladder truck company.  Municipal officials, taxpayers and sometimes even an out of touch fire officer would state: “We don’t have any buildings over three floors, so we don’t need a ladder truck.”

How wrong.

      Granted, you might not need a 100-foot aerial ladder, but a smaller size is recommended.  Even on a one story private dwelling, a truck company is needed.  They carry the tools and provide the truck company functions necessary for the successful confinement and extinguishment of all types of structure fires.  Most importantly, truck companies are specially trained in the rescue of trapped fire victims.
      Engine companies can be utilized as a truck company if a department does not have a truck company, or to add extra manpower to an under-staffed truck company.  Select engine companies can be cross trained to operate as or with a truck company.  In this situation, it is vital to assign these trained engine companies to do truck company operations.

      The tasks of each member follow.   The officer commands the members providing truck company operations and makes sure that department Stand-

ard Operating Procedures (SOP) are followed.  The officer should carry a small forcible entry tool, a portable light and a portable radio.   The officer’s position is the door to the fire apartment (or commercial unit) and his route is via the interior hallway or stairs.  A forcible entry member should accomply the officer to the fire apartment, again using the interior hallway or stairs.  This member should carry an Ax and a Halligan tool locked together.

      The third member using the interior hallway or stairs to the fire apart-

ment is the Can Man.    This member will carry a 2 ½ gallon pressurized water fire extinguisher and a hook.  This is of vital importance.  It is amazing to see the amount of fire that can be knocked down with the “Can.”  An 8’ x 12’ room fully involved in fire can be knocked down (I didn’t say extinguished) with a 2 ½ - gallon can, if properly applied.  If a truck company is first on the scene or if the engine company hasn’t stretched its hoseline in yet, this can be the first water on the fire.

      The ladder company chauffeur (and the officer) are responsible for the proper placement of the apparatus in order to obtain the maximum utilization of ladders (aerial and ground).  This member is responsible for the front of the fire building.  It is always a good procedure to “throw the stick” to the roof of the structure, even if nothing is showing.  If nothing else, it is a good training session.  If need be, the chauffeur can go to the roof, taking with him an Ax, a Hook and a Portable Radio.

      The Outside Vent Man (OVM) carries with him an Ax, a Hook, and a Portable Radio.  The OVM covers the overall building, especially the rear of the structure.  If rescue is required in the front, the OVM operates in the front, assisting in the rescue procedure.  The OVM’s route varies, depending upon the conditions.

       The last man (but not the least) of the truck company is the roof man.  This member ascends to the rood by the aerial ladder or tower ladder bucket or thru an adjoining structure and carries a Halligan, a Hook and a Portable radio.

      There are some general guidelines that should be followed when operating as a properly functioning ladder truck company.

      As stated before, company officers and chauffeurs should exercise proper judgment in the placement of apparatus in order to obtain maximum utilization of all ladders, both ground and aerial.

      Ladder apparatus must be properly positioned to be used for rescue work ventilation and to provide access to the roof.  The chauffeur must remain with the apparatus or be readily available to operate the aerial ladder.

     When it is deemed necessary, portable ladders should be raised to windows or balconies.  This is for safety reasons, to save time and to reduce congestion.  It may be advantageous to bring the occupants into an apart-

ment or a commercial unit on the floor below the fire.

      Then members can utilize the apartment or commercial unit as an area of refuge or to permit them to descend to the street via the interior stairways.  Proper ventilation at the roof when required is very important for the safety of the occupants, to prevent extension of the fire and enable fire department members to operate on the floors below the fire.

      The truck company officer or the forcible entry man should carry a “K” tool in order to expedite entry into an apartment or a commercial unit of the structure.  Often times there will be more than one lock on entrance doors to apartments and commercial units.

      Good judgment must be used in opening doors to the fire apartment or commercial unit so as to avoid endangering occupants or fire department members in the stairwell on the floors above the fire floor.

      Many times occupants of apartments are reluctant to leave their apart-

ment and are afraid to answer the door.  Every effort must be made to search all apartments and commercial units that present a hazard to anyone theirin.

      Search procedures must be carried out as soon as possible.  Caution must be exercised by members conducting a search particularly on the floor above the fire.  Members must plan their escape route in the event that the fire should extend to the area that they are searching.

      Discretion should be used in the breaking of the windows in the apartments that are not involved in the fire.  Efforts should be made to open these windows where possible and when necessary.  If there is a tolerable smoke condition and very little heat in the apartment or commercial unit and the windows can’t be opened, they should be left intact after a search has been made. Only in extreme conditions should they be taken out. 

      Fire officers must not permit any material to be thrown out of the windows unnecessarily.  A member should always be posted in the yard or on the street below to prevent injuries to anyone from falling material. Examination of the yard must be made before discarding any material into the yard to assure that no occupant has jumped into the yard prior to the arrival of the fire department companies.  No materials shall be thrown onto the roofs of buildings or into narrow shafts.
      When window frames are being overhauled, care must be exercised to prevent any parts of the window frame from falling and injuring persons below.  It is the responsibility of the first-due ladder company to determine the location of the fire, and whether it is extending and where it is extending.

     When serious fires occur on the top floor or in the cockloft, it may be necessary to cut openings in the roof to ventilate and stop the horizontal spread of the fire.  When the decision has been made to cut the roof, however, a sufficiently large hole should be made directly over the fire, using portable saws.  If possible, the long side of the opening should be at right angles to the roof beams in order to provide venting as many bays as possible.
      Venting the windows on the top floor, in conjunction with the hole in the roof, will usually result in an indraft of fresh air into the top floor which will be carried out along with heat and smoke through the roof opening and permit advance of the hoselines, search, rescue and other opening up operations.

      When the fire is on the top floor or in the cockloft, sufficient manpower with hooks must be sent to the top floor to pull ceilings, especially for the larger non-fireproof older multiple dwellings found in older metropolitan cities.  It may be necessary to use engine companies (as truck companies) for this purpose or to special call additional ladder companies.

