         PORTABLES ARE CONSIDERED
             THE LADDERS OF SUCCESS

By: Nationally Certified Fire Instructor, J.W. FitzPatrick, Jr.
     This article will again discuss tools used by ladder companies, specifically the portable ladders.  But if your fire department doesn’t have a ladder company (which in most instances, I do not understand) portable ground ladders must be carried on all of the engine companies.

     Basic ground ladders for fire department operations come in sizes of the

12 and 20 foot straight ladders and the 16, 24, and the 35 foot extension ladders.  Normally engine companies will carry a 24 foot extension ladder.

     But, if your fire department does not have a ladder company, then the engine company must carry a 35 foot extension ladder.
     Standard weights of aluminum ladders are as follows:  12 foot straight ladder with hooks, known as a Roof Ladder is thirty-five (35) pounds. A 

20 foot Roof Ladder weights sixty (60) pounds and a 20 foot straight ladder without the hooks weights fifty-five (55) pounds.

     A Fire Department 16 foot extension ladder weights seventy (70) pounds
The 24 foot extension ladder is eighty (80) pounds, with a closed length of ten feet.  A 24-foot extension ladder has a closed of fourteen feet, weighing eighty (80) pounds.  Fire Department’s largest extension ladder (outside from the Pole Ladder) the thirty-five footer, weighs one hundred and thirty-five (135) pounds and has a closed length of twenty (20) feet.
     Portable ladders play an increasingly important role in the firefighting process.  As structures have increased in height and area, preservation of life at fires and emergencies has become more complex.

     Thus, the need for rapid placement of the portable (or ground) ladder.  This is sometimes done in inaccessible places.

     Through the years, the portable ladder has evolved from a crude implement to the stronger, lighter weight, and more versatile firefighting aid, that we know today.  Its use ranges from replacing burned-out stairways, to rescue operations and properly placing attack hoselines.

     A portable ladder placed at a window can often be the factor which determines whether people will live or will die.  The portable ladder’s versatility, however, is totally dependent upon the firemen’s skills.

     Only familiarity, training and repetition with the portable ladder will maintain an effective laddering force within a fire department.  This is one of the many reasons that I strongly recommend six firefighters on a ladder truck company or to be assigned to do ladder truck company operations.  Against my better judgment, I will say that a bare minimum of four “truckies” can operate efficiently in ladder company operations.

     Aluminum ladders are generally lighter in weight and are stronger than comparable wooden ladders.  They are made of high tensile, heat treated aluminum alloy and can sustain daily wear and tear.  They will not weaken with age and have a long life expectancy, only if properly maintained and cared for.

     Aluminum ladders will dent, but will not chip or crack when subjected to severe impact, nor will they fail suddenly because of overloads.  They will bend, but not break as wood does.  No protective finish is required on aluminum ladders as they will not dry out and weather with age or exposure.

     A disadvantage of an aluminum ladder is that it is a conductor of electricity.  Also, if an aluminum ladder has been subjected to excessive heat exposure at a fire, even for a short time, it may lose its heat treatment.

     This may affect its load carrying capacity.  If fire department ladders receive this exposure, they must notify their fire department repair shop and their safety division for proper inspection and certification of that ladder.

     Something often forgotten by incoming fire companies at a fire is to park far enough away from a ladder truck so that, if needed, a ground ladder can be removed from the apparatus.  Some rigs have slide-in racks for ladder storage.  If a fire company parks closer than twenty (20) feet to the rear of the ladder truck company, then the twenty (20) foot straight or the thirty-five (35) foot extension ladder cannot be removed from these racks due to insufficient clearance.

     Another thing firefighter must remember is to choose the proper size portable ladder.  A portable ladder too short is of no value to members on the fireground.  Members, then have to go back and get a longer ladder, wasting valuable time.  Choosing the precise ladder length is not as critical when using an extension ladder as it is when using a fixed-length straight ladder length.

     Next, we must have the proper angle for members climbing a portable ladder.  Your best operating and climbing angles are between 65 and 75 degrees.

     This allows the ladder to provide its maximum strength and its best service.  An angle steeper than 75 degrees increases your chances of falling off the ladder and sustaining injuries.  Portable ladders that are angled at less than 65 degrees require a reduction in maximum loading.

     The simplest way to obtain a 75 – degree angle is to place the base of the ladder at a distance from the vertical plane equal to one-fourth of the total working length of the ladder.

     The working length is the distance from the base of the ladder to the top of its support.  Members should also have at least two (2) feet above the roof or parapet.  At a window, the tip of the ladder should be level with the window sill.

     There must always be a butt man at the base of a portable ladder.  This member is used to stabilize the ladder and to prevent slipping.

     The butt man places his left foot in the center of the bottom rung of the ladder and maintains a downward pressure.  His right foot is positioned behind him at a comfortable distance to maintain balance and to provide resistance against ladder movement.  Both hands must grasp the ladder beams to steady the ladder.

