                   THE OPERATIONS OF ATTACK
   By: Nationally Certified Fire Instructor  J.W. FitzPatrick, Jr.
     There are generally eight points in conqueroring any particular fire.  Surprisingly, the extinguishment part of the fire attack is not the first point.  The order does not always follow this procedure, but usually it is a good procedure to follow.  They are:  (1) Size-Up  (2)  Rescue  (3)  Exposures  (4)  Ventilation  (5)  Confinement  (6)  Extinguishment  (7)  Salvage  (8)  Overall.  

     The Size-Up phase of Fire-fighting, we have already talked about in detail in my previous article.  So, I won’t go into detail about size-up.
     The first and most important part of the actual physical work at a fire is Rescue.  It can be accomplished by the first arriving Engine Company only if it has to.  But usually the ladder company does this job due to the fact that the building will probably have to be laddered.  If manpower permits and this author recommends a heavier manned ladder company than engine company.  My recommendation for manning of a ladder company is six men, but due to recent cutbacks in most fire departments, I will regreatfully accept five members assigned to a ladder company, but nothing less. It is recommended to have a ground ladder raised to the fire floor (or if not known to the third floor) in both the front and rear of the structure.  Also, the Aerial ladder should always be raised as part of the fire departments SOP to the roof by the first due ladder company.  Never should an Engine Company block the Ladder Company from the front of the building.  THE FRONT OF THE BUILDING BELONGS TO THE TRUCK.  Rescue will probably include forcable entry into the structure itself and the apartments (or offices, etc.) inside. Once you get inside, you must search the building for trapped and/or scared victims.  Start by going to the closest room as you enter, crawling as you go, always to the right following the wall.  Many people, espically children and the elderly will hide in closets and under beds, or in bath tubs full of water.  People will also be overcome by the smoke.  Usually it is not the fire itself that kills the greatest percentage of fire victims, but it is smoke inhaluation.  About  78% of fire fatalities die from smoke inhaluation.  Always go in the your self contained breathing apparatus (SCBA) and know how long you can stay in. Remember, you will needs just as long to get out, if not longer with the amount of air that you have in your tank.  It is also good to have a rope as a life line to follow. Starting at the door, leaving it as you go, you will have the rope to follow if you need to to exit. 
     Next, think of your exposures.  How far away are they from the fire building?  How tall are they?  How many sides of the fire building have an exposed building?    If the fire building is fully involved on arrival, you might as well admit that you must give up the building.  You won’t save it, now your main concern is to protect the exposures.  Get  heavy stream lines on these structures and start wetting them down, now.   You probably won’t get into the fire building for some time.  Also, in a smaller fire, the exposure does not have to be the next building, if you have a room and contents fire, the exposure will be the next room.  Close the doors of the other rooms to keep the flames out. Have another charges hoseline ready for these other rooms.  Check the walls of the next room and make sure that the fire is not traveling.
     Next comes ventilation.  Its probably the most important function done at the scene of a fire.   A building breathes just like a human being.  The smoke and gases inside are puffing away almost ready to explode if the pressure is not released.  Conditions inside the building would be unbearable.  Always start ventilation from the top down, at the highest point, directly over the fire.  Open up the roof, one large hole will do more good than many small holes.  A trench cut, that’s a one foot wide cut across the width of the roof to stop the fire as it is traveling under you.  Be sure to get far enough ahead of the fire below, before starting the cut.  Smoke rises, so open up the windows,  2/3 from the top and  1/3 from the bottom, always on the leeward side of the building first.  Next comes cross ventilation at the fire floor and the floors above the fire.  But  NEVER vent unless you have a charged hoseline ready with you.  When you ventilate or open up you will cause a draft which will blow the fire into a large proportion.  But, if you have a charged hoseline ready with you, your crew can knock down any flash fire right away.  When you see the structure puffing and smoking espically from around the eves, you will know  that the structure is air tight.  When you open a door, by letting air in, you can get a backdraft, and the fire will come out at you.  It is actually an explosion.  Again, make sure that you have a charged hoseline with you.  Stand to the side when you first open the door, so that the escaping fire does not burn you and your crew.
     OK, now you have gotten inside the building.  Now you must get to the seat of the fire.  You can’t successfully extinguish the fire, out in the street, pouring water inside.  You will only flood the basement.  You will have to surround the fire from all sides to confine it from spreading.  You can’t put the fire out, if you are always one step behind it, you must get ahead of it.  Chasing a fire never works out well. Just stay at the back door and wait for it, if you are going to do that.  
     You are now ready for the extinguishment part of the operations.  If the fire is not of a large proportion, a  1 ¾” hoseline is recommended.  It is easier to handle and get around inside the structure.  But remember, you must  always back up that hoseline at the door with a  2 ½” handline.    Never, I repeat never,  use a booster hoseline inside a structure.  A back-up hoseline is always needed in case the fire gets to larger proportions than you expected.  When performing firefighting operations inside the building, never have one handline come in the front and another handline come in from the rear, that just having two crews fighting each other.  If the fire attack in inside the structure, never set up the big guns outside (deck gun, ladder pipes and tower ladder operations).  Also, never pour water into a ventilation hole/  If the fire is of major proportions, you will need heavy lines with a large volume of water as your main objective.  At that point use interior  2 ½” handlines, deck guns, ladder pipes and tower ladder operations.  This is only until you can get inside, to the seat of the fire.
     As soon as you get inside and if manpower permits, you should start salvage operations.  This is espically important on the floors below the fire, as water will be pouring down into these floors.  Get salvage tarps to cover furniture and equipment.  Try moving these items to the center of the room and making one large cover over all of them.  Water will probably be coming in at the weakest point (usually the center of the room where a light fixture is). Make catchall for floors and make chutes with the tarps to take the water right out the windows.  Put small items like pictures and jewelry in drawers.  On the fire fire try to remove all furniture not touched by the fire and get them outside.
     Lastly, comes overall.  Get all of the charred and burned furniture, contents, pull ceiling and walls, and get them outside to be wet down again.  Pull them apart for fire smoldering inside and wet it down well.  But remember, if the fire looks like arson, don’t move a thing until the arson investigator gets there and gives you the OK.  Stay on the scene, nearby to watch for flareups.  Don’t destroy his evidence.  If the fire was close to or inside a wall, or if the wall feels hot, put a small investigation hole in and check for smoldering and/or spreading fire inside.  Wet down the inside wall or ceiling, if necessary.  Make sure holes in the roof and windows are covered (with plastic on rolls) before returning to the firehouse.
     This is a basic plan of operation in a structure fire that should be followed to result in minimum fire spread and damage.
