PREPARING LADDER COMPANIES
                    FOR BATTLE

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

     Continuing with the theme of ladder company operations, let’s discuss the proper procedures for the truck company while operating at two types of structure fires; fireproof multiple dwellings and store (taxpayer) fires.

     With fireproof multiple dwellings, you are probably saying, “Well, if it is fireproof, then why is it on fire?”

     I like the term “fire resistive” better. There is no such thing as a fire proof structure. I will explain.

     Even if it the building is made of concrete and protected steel, it will still burn. Why? Nobody builds a building just to be empty.  Once you start moving items into a structure (furnishings are made of wood, plastic, there are paper products, etc.) that structure now becomes vulnerable to a fire.  Even a concrete parking garage is not fireproof.  It has automobiles inside of it. There is fuel, plastics, rubber tires, what a time bomb.
     OK, now we are ready to discuss the operations of the first due ladder truck company at a fireproof? Multiple dwelling.  All members operating inside of that structure should be equipped with and wearing their SCBA’s.

     The roof man should bring the halligan, a hook, portable radio, his roof rope and life saving belt to the floor above the fire.  The Outside Vent Man (OVM) will bring up an axe, a hook, and a portable radio.  The forcible entry man will bring a halligan and axe, along with his portable radio.  The can man will bring a 2 ½ gallon pressurized water Fire Extinguisher, and a hook, along with his portable radio.  After raising the aerial to the roof or other designated floor, the chauffeur will bring an axe and a hook, making sure that he also has his portable radio.
     All of these members will be supervised by the officer (a Lieutenant or the company Captain), who will have the officers tool (a smaller halligan), his portable light and portable radio.  Now you know why we need six members to effectively operate as a truck company.  If your fire department does not operate with six members, then you might have to utilize an engine company to complete the tasks of the first due ladder company (How Sad).

     Each member of the truck company has a very important position and function to perform.  They will all perform a specific task.
     The officer and the forcible entry man (the FE team) will go to the floor below the fire via the interior stairs or elevator (after accessing the firefighter’s key and control). Their search will check the interior stairs and the floor and apartment layout.
     These two members will perform entry and search of the apartments.  At all times they must be in radio communications with the incident commander (IC), the roof man, the outside team and the engine company.   Also, the FE team may have to assist the roof man once that their job is completed.

     The roof man will have a halligan, hook, roof rope and his life belt. His primary position will be on the floor above the fire and must base their operations on life hazards, use of the aerial ladder and/or portable ladders, the distance between the fire floor and the roof and the arrival time of the second due ladder truck company.

     The roof man will gain access to the floor above the fire via the interior stairs, only after checking the public hallway on the fire floor to see the conditions – and to perform Vent, Enter and Search on the apartment over the fire apartment.  They will check for trapped occupants at the windows.  The roof man will notify the ladder officer, the IC and the outside team of his findings.  They will also notify the officer of any difficulty in gaining access that might require additional help.
     The outside team will consist of the chauffeur and the OVM.  Their tools are listed above. If conditions are not obvious on arrival, this team will survey the outside of the entire building and will relay any and all infor-

mation to the members inside of the building.   Procedures may vary de-

pending upon if the fire is within reach of ladders.

     If the fire is on a lower floor within reach of ladders, the chauffeur will position the aerial or portable ladders for maximum window coverage.  Upon arrival the chauffeur must position the apparatus for the fastest and safest rescue operations.  If no victim is seen, then maximum coverage is needed because a victim may show up at any window later, due to heat or fire being forced at them by an advancing hoseline.

     The OVM will climb the ladder to assist any victim and to vent the windows by breaking one pane, then reaching in and unlocking any movable section.  Next, the OVM will enter the window and conduct a search.  Some windows are too small for entry and the likelihood of removing the welded center post to make the window larger is limited, particularly if that member is working from a ladder.
     Now, if the fire is on a floor beyond the reach of ladders then the chauffeur must get to the roof by way of an adjoining section of the main building or via the interior stairs of the fire building.  Utilizing his SCBA, the chauffeur will go to the roof for the purpose of venting the stairways at the roof level and to search the stairways for any occupants.

     Before proceeding to the roof via the interior stairs, the chauffeur must contact his officer and notify him over the portable radio that he is proceeding to the roof via the interior stairs that are not being used to stretch hoselines.  The officer shall make sure that the door to the stairwell on the fire floor is kept closed until the chauffeur notifies him that he is on the roof or is in another safe area.
     The OVM brings his tools, utilizing an SCBA and goes to the floor above the fire to assist the roof man.  One-hundred foot or greater aerial ladders that can be positioned closely to the building can reach the 11th or 12th floors and can be used for ventilation even with no one on the tip of the aerial ladder

     Second-due ladder companies shall have all members equipped with SCBA’s and shall utilize the same tools for their riding positions.  Members shall report to the lobby command-post.  Second use ladder companies are expected to reinforce the first-due ladder companies in the interior and up on the roof.
     Now, I’ll discuss ladder truck company operations at store fires.

     There are many different construction features to be aware of in store fires, especially in older buildings in metropolitan areas, or where buildings and fire codes were not in effect when they were built.  Many of these buildings contain one or more stores on the first floor.  Deep or wide stores may span two or more apartments on the floors above.

    Floors above these stores are usually constructed of wood joists.  There is a possibility of unprotected steel columns extending all the way to the cockloft, lally columns and horizontal I-beams.  Alterations may have created openings in ceilings and walls that can channel fire and smoke into column and pipe voids some distance away from the original fire, horizontally and vertically.
     There may also be presence of pipe recesses to the floors above and possibly straight through to the cockloft.  In older structures, you might find tin ceilings that are difficult to pull and may not prevent fire extension. 
     The tactics of the first-due ladder company to a store or taxpayer fire would be forcible entry to the store and checking the rear of the store for possible extension into public areas of the building and into quick openings of ceilings and voids.

     Tactics for the second-due ladder company will be sending members to the floor above for forcible entry and to search for trapped victims.  They must also check for possible extension.  Areas larger than the area of the store must be checked due to the possibility of horizontal travel of fire and smoke.  These buildings have a peculiarity in that many times a fire will bypass intermediate areas vertically and horizontally and when an obstruction is met it will set fire to the surrounding materials. 
     Fire can spread to adjoining stores through spaces between the ceiling joists or by openings in walls and pipes, ducks, and for wiring.  Fire can extend upward in pipe recesses and vertical steel columns, to the cockloft, possibly bypassing intermediate floors.  The top floor and the cockloft must be promptly checked and then rechecked at a later time.

     Rescue problems above stores may be severe if heavy fire or smoke conditions exist.  Stang nozzles on engines might have to be used momentarily to drive the fire back into the store or to protect people trying to escape or being rescued.  A quick dash from a large caliber stream (blitz attack) may make a tremendous difference in not only protecting life but in quick extinguishment of the fire.
     Extra ladder companies may be needed immediately and should be called to evacuate upper floors if the fire cannot be controlled early and the smoke permeates to the many apartments found in these buildings.  If there are not enough ladder trucks available (God forbid), then the IC should special call extra engine companies and have them assigned to do the work described for the extra truck companies.
     Heavy fire and smoke can make fire escapes (used in older metropolitan areas) untenable for occupancies above the stores or in close proximity to the store.  A hoseline must be stretched to protect this means of egress and an aggressive interior search must be made.

     Hopefully, this has enlightened you somewhat about the specialty in ladder truck company operations.  This is truly a specialized talent.
