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day and had no clue how lucky I 
was to be subjected to the Fire 
Service. I started reading the back 
page of Fire Engineering called 
"Random Thoughts," and this 
became the highest priority on my 
monthly reading list.

How LUCKY I was for Tom Brennan 
to have started this monthly 
column only months before I began 
legally wearing gear and operating 
lawfully on the fireground. Each 
month I read and re-read Random 
Thoughts. I would read about 
carrying a rope and immediately 
drive up to ACE Hardware and 
purchase a personal rope. I would 
read about carrying wire cutters, a 
personal radio, having a good 
searchlight, a personal 
alert-sounding device, and many 
other excellent tips before 1990. 
Tom Brennan, an URBAN 
Firefighter, was teaching me, a 
young junior firefighter from a 
small SUBURBAN RURAL 
community.

I would then share what I had 
learned with others in the 
firehouse. Reality set in at a very 
young age, and I learned another 
valuable lesson. Not all firefighters 
share the same passion, 
enthusiasm, and love for the job as 
others. I also learned that many 
grown men have serious 
insecurities about this job and 
themselves. They would say, "This 
isn't NEW YORK, and we are NOT 
the BIG CITY." I couldn't understand 
why they wouldn't want to read 
and learn from somebody that had 
been to so many FIRES. That 
experience frustrated me, but I 
continued to read Random 
Thoughts and implement 
everything I could.

That image was as COOL to me as the 
MARLBORO MAN was to many.
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The New Yorker style helmet with a 
Garrity light held on by a rubber 
strap; was all I wanted as a young 
junior firefighter. I cut out the Garrity 
light advertisement from Firehouse 
Magazine and requested the New 
Yorker and Garrity light for my next 
birthday. I wanted that helmet, the 
flashlight, and everything I viewed 
that came with that advertisement. 
That image was as COOL to me as the 
Marlboro Man was to many. I wanted 
to get out of my Metro and into a 
"Leather New Yorker" style helmet.

I didn't get a New Yorker the next 
birthday, but I did get a flashlight to 
mount on my helmet. Then I ordered 
an entire box of 50 Garrity lights 
direct from Garrity. My Dad helped 
me get a large black inner tube to cut 
up as helmet straps, and I started 
pushing helmet lights as a junior 
firefighter.

HE MUST BE AN URBAN 
FIREFIGHTER
Shortly after, an upstate New York 
firefighter relocated and joined 
the neighboring fire department 
over from mine. I first met him on 
a call, and he was in full gear with 
a box light held on by a rope sling. 
I thought, he's from New York, 
wears a leather helmet, and has a 
hand lantern held on with a rope 
sling; he must be an URBAN 
Firefighter. 

I immediately requested a new 
hand light from my Dad. He 
picked me up a nice rechargeable 
hand light, and I built a rope sling. 
I now had a Garrity helmet light, a 
hands-free lantern, and had 
acquired a plastic version of the 
New Yorker. I was on my way to 
being just like an FDNY 
FIREFIGHTER. 

I believed in wearing full bunker 
gear on all calls, carrying a box 
light, and always having a tool in 
my hand. I was all about this and 
had yet to see my 18th birthday. I 
knew that New York firefighters 
wore their gear, had hands-free 
lights, and always seemed to have 
a tool in their hand. I wanted to be 
an FDNY FIREFIGHTER.

SUBURBAN TOOLS OF THE 
80s AND 90s
In the late 80s and early 90s, I 
started reading Firehouse and Fire 
Engineering Magazine cover to 
cover, always reading the URBAN 
authors first. I officially got issued 
my first set of fire gear on May 21, 
1988. It consisted of pull-up boots, a 
long coat, and a TURTLE SHELL style 
helmet. I was so excited on this



Yes, I said URBAN Tactics. When forcing the back of 
a strip mall, I use the Forcible Entry techniques that 
URBAN Firefighters Mike Lombardo and Bob Morris 
taught. I use the nozzle position techniques that 
Tim Klett and Andy Fredericks taught when 
operating the nozzle. I could go on, but hopefully, 
you see my point.

I BELIEVE URBAN TACTICS ARE 
OFTEN NECESSARY FOR THE 
SUBURBAN & COUNTY SETTING.
The fire does not care what your staffing is or is not. 
Stretching a line, forcing a door, venting a roof, 
searching a house, throwing ladders, and every 
other tactic or skill performed on the fire ground 
does not always require URBAN staffing. It seems 
that recently, many have wanted to discard what 
the URBAN FIREFIGHTER has to offer us as 
SUBURBAN and COUNTY Firefighters.

I couldn't imagine operating at a JOB without the 
knowledge and training given to me by highly 
EXPERIENCED URBAN FIREFIGHTERS. I believe ALL 
firefighters have something to offer, but we cannot 
discount an individual's experiences on the fire 
ground. Tests, experiments, and training are great, 
but nothing replaces authentic combat experiences 
in the field under stressful circumstances. The 
URBAN Firefighter has been conducting ongoing 
tests through trial and error for decades….on the 
FIREGROUND.

So, before you dismiss the URBAN Firefighter and 
what they have to offer as LEGEND, remember what 
they have done for us in the SUBURBAN/COUNTY 
Fire Service. Where would we be without what they 
have given us as a COLLECTIVE FIRE SERVICE over 
the last 40-plus years?

I thank all the URBAN FIREFIGHTERS who have 
personally impacted my career and taught me 
many things. I deploy your URBAN tactics on the 
SUBURBAN fireground regularly. Without URBAN 
professionals like Mike Hayes, Tim Klett, Bob 
Pressler, Jim McCormack, Ray McCormack, Mike 
Ciampo, Andy Fredericks, Mike Lombardo, Bill 
Gustin, Bob Morris, and so many more, myself and 
many others would probably still be deploying the 
SUBURBAN tactics of the 80s on today's fireground. 
A fireground that now more than ever requires the 
knowledge and precision of an URBAN LEGEND.

I started reading Chief Vincent Dunn's articles and books, and 
then Firefighting Principles and Practices by William E. Clark 
made it into my hands. Chief Clark was appointed to the FDNY in 
1937 and served for 20 years. He then moved on to Prince 
George's County Fire Services to assist in the regionalization of 
fire protection. Chief Clark did not stop there; he became the 
Bureau Chief of the Florida State Fire College. So many leaders 
like Chief Clark, Chief Halligan, Chief Dunn, Chief Downey, Chief 
Norman, Lt. Andy Fredericks, and so many other FDNY Firefighters 
have highly and positively impacted the American Fire Service. I 
sometimes wonder where we would be as a fire service without 
these great leaders and visionaries.

The FDNY and other Large URBAN Fire Departments have greatly 
impacted the SUBURBAN Fire Service. The experience they 
receive from a high volume of fire activity has given them the 
ability to fine-tune techniques and tactics. If you do some 
research, you will see where these authors were from back in the 
late 80s and early 90s. I look back and realize that the URBAN 
Firefighter and the FDNY, in general, have significantly impacted 
my career, and I have learned so much from their instruction and 
experiences. I try and deploy URBAN Tactics in the SUBURBAN 
and COUNTY setting.

URBAN INFLUENCE



COUNTY & URBAN FIREFIGHTERS OF TODAY
Fire service LEADERS of TODAY derived much of 
what is taught by the LEGENDS of YESTERDAY. 
So why do all these "Random Thoughts" matter 
to the SUBURBAN firefighter today? It doesn't 
matter whether you operate on the URBAN or 
SUBURBAN fireground; you can apply many of 
these tips and tactics equally.

The helmet-mounted light is always illuminating 
where your eyes are looking. It is hands-free, 
allows you to look up while pulling the ceiling, 
and does not require holding your light 
vertically. If you don't need it, turn it off, but 
when you do need it, it is always there, shining 
in the right direction. The radio sling carrying 
your radio makes simple sense, as it holds and 
protects your radio under your coat and allows 
the lapel mic to be hands-free. URBAN 
firefighters did this decades ago, yet the debate 
continues.

The lantern on the sling was a no-brainer the 
first time I saw it, as it keeps your hands free to 
carry not one but at least two tools. Why show 
up to go to work without having the proper tools 
in your hands? So many of these ideas I tried to 
share with others many years ago but met 
serious resistance as a young, inexperienced 
URBAN wannabe.

Firefighters in today's fire service tend to jump at 
the latest trends and techniques endorsed by 
manufacturers without giving them a second 
thought. Yet, try to replace the hooligan tool 
with its nearly useless straight adz and a fork

more fit for a door chock than forcing a door with a Pro-Bar 
halligan, and the arguments commence. "You only want that 
because that's what they use in FDNY.”

The IFSTA manual told us that when we encountered a steel 
door in a steel frame, we should find an alternative entry 
point. It's a good thing that, as a SUBURBAN firefighter, I went 
to a forcible entry class taught by an URBAN firefighter and 
learned that with the proper tools and techniques, entry was 
achievable. Another tool, the NY roof hook, provides more 
uses on today's fireground than the traditional fiberglass pike 
pole specified as standard equipment on many of today's 
apparatus. The 8 lb flat head axe will outperform the 6 lb axe 
day and night and, as we know, is quite versatile.

Carrying a personal rope is worth more than its weight in 
gold. Carrying the "can" (2.5-gallon water extinguisher) can 
be extremely helpful in skilled hands, as SUBURBAN staffed 
companies work on stretching an attack line. Converted 
channel locks and a multi-tip screwdriver in your pocket are 
other great tools, and again many ideas were brought to us 
by our URBAN fire service brothers.

Give ANY trained and motivated firefighter a six-foot NY roof 
hook, a pro-bar halligan, the "can," and watch out. So from 
the URBAN to the SUBURBAN fireground, always remember it 
is the QUALITY, not the QUANTITY, that matters on your 
FIREGROUND. ▪



The phrase or saying “It’s Worth the 
Risk” should not in any way be 
controversial for those who took 
the oath of a firefighter. The public 
believes that it is “a given” that 
firefighters are willing to take risks 
to save them. It’s this assumption 
that leads the public to put 
firefighters on a pedestal above 
others. Firefighters are perceived as 
willing to take risks in order to 
protect and save the public when 
necessary.

I wear a wristband that says “It’s 
Worth the Risk” 24 hours a day, 7 
days per week. When a civilian 
inquires what “It’s Worth the Risk” 
means, my standard response is, “It 
means that it’s worth the risk for 
me, us, the fire service to risk our 
lives to save theirs.”

I do not go into the details of 
training and the definition of “It’s 
Worth the Risk.” I do not go into 
details about calculations on the 
fireground. I do not go into details 
about all that is taken into 
consideration regarding the 
training that some firefighters go 
through. Nor do I share the secret 
that not all who wear the badge 
truly believe “It’s Worth the Risk.”

Worth, as defined in the Oxford 
Dictionary, is the equivalent to that

of someone or something under 
consideration; the level at which 
someone or something deserves to 
be valued or rated. I have always 
considered my fellow man, whom I 
have sworn to protect in time of 
need, being worthy of a high level 
of risk. I manage that risk through a 
career of learning and evaluating 
continually; wanting to be more 
than minimum at firefighting. We 
should value the public’s worth in 
how we prepare for the next call 
and the risk we will potentially 
take.

Risk is defined as an action that 
holds a chance of danger and 
failure. Risk is also the ability to 
provide a huge return from taking 
that risk. This risk can be managed 
with proper training and 
experienced time-compressed 
decision making.

We need to look deep into the data 
as to what the risk really is or is not. 
The data backs up the fact that 
firefighter injury and LODD 
numbers are low in comparison to 
the number of fires that are fought 
daily without incident. There are 
numerous heroic rescues made 
daily around this great country. As I 
write this, once again lives were 
saved when the St. Louis Fire 
Department conducted an 
aggressive attack on what was 
supposedly a vacant structure. The 
building is not vacant until we say 
its vacant. Once again, the fire 
service made multiple grabs of kids 
that were left home alone. Imagine 
if St. Louis took the stance to only 
go interior or search when all signs 
led to entrapment.

Another issue is experience. “It’s 
Worth the Risk” to fight most fires 

aggressively for the combat 
experience that is gained so we will 
be able to rise to the occasion when 
all odds are against us and the risks 
are higher. These higher risks will be 
managed by our experience and 
preparation.

Aggressive does not mean unsafe. 
With solid training, the risk is truly 
reduced to a manageable level. 
Bringing back realistic and practical 
live fire training is needed because 
experience matters, and 
unfortunately, sometimes no matter 
how right we do this job, things can 
still go wrong. It has always been 
said that you can never train too 
much for a job that can kill you. 
Those words are very poignant, yet 
many firehouses have adopted a 
culture of training less and 
complaining more about those who 
do take training as if someone’s life 
could depend on that training. Stop 
worrying about what others are 
saying, and let’s get back to the job 
of taking back our fire service. Get 
out of the recliner, get motivated and 
a make difference! Our investment, 
our preparation and our mental 
thought process decides whether 
people live or die.

We must recapture the primary 
mission of the fire service based on 
the very foundation of what has 
defined the fire service for 
decades—building an undeniable 
trust from the public. We must push 
for a greater fire service that puts the 
lives of citizens first, but that also 
means that firefighters’ lives and 
property still count. “It’s Worth the 
Risk” is not just about aggressive 
interior firefighting; it is also about 
standing strong against all odds to 
create better and more effective 
firefighters by putting yourself out 
there. Stay true to yourself, stay true 
to the mission and stay true to the 
job.  IT’S WORTH THE RISK !!!

First Due: It’s Worth the Risk
Originally published in Firehouse Magazine, October 1st, 2019.
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The success of command and 
control is determined greatly by the 
tactical order of company 
assignments. This order should be 
determined by the initial size-up 
and should be continually updated, 
because the fireground is very fluid 
and always evolving. Tactical order 
also must consider staffing levels 
and arrival sequence/timing of 
resources.

All firefighters don’t have the same 
level of experience, nor are all fire 
companies created equally. In other 
words, there are elite fire 
companies, and there are basic 
fireground-function companies. So, 
command might have to consider 
experience levels and training in 
the overall tactical success of a 
specific firefighter or fire company. 
Chief officers must understand that 
not every company should be 
assigned to open a pitched roof or 
to stand fast in the front yard at a 
working fire as the rapid 
intervention company.

STREAM OF CONSCIOUSNESS

We must understand time-delayed 
tactics and when it’s appropriate to 
focus on overall tactical capability 
that’s based on the number of 
firefighters who are on scene and 
the overall number and ability of 

those who respond to the incident. 
That said, all fire companies should 
be able to stretch and operate the 
first line to accomplish one of the 
most critical fireground tactics: 
getting water on the fire. Water is 
what creates and maintains 
survivable space that exists when 
the first fire company that has the 
capability to apply water arrives. 
Fire service leaders should ensure 
that this foundation of engine 
company operations is the top 
priority in training today’s 
firefighters. This training should be 
solid in the areas of sizing up the 
stretch. This should entail water 
application through stream reach 
from the exterior as well as water 
application by getting the nozzle 
inside (to apply the proper amount 
of water to the seat of the fire). 
Note: The location for the latter 
isn’t always the front door. Too 
many times, I have seen that past 
frequency of front-door location 
leads to a default choice over a 
better one. Yes, the front door 
frequently is the best option. (Many 
great fire service leaders taught us 
that.) However, unfortunately, there 
have been times when the front 
door wasn’t the best location to get 
the nozzle inside of the occupancy, 
and that catastrophic decision 
contributed to a line-of-duty death.

Regardless of staffing levels, 
location—and length and 
size—getting the first line and the 
second line into operation is the 
fireground tactic that saves the 
most lives and provides the 
greatest return in property 
conservation. Please, don’t let 
staffing keep you from making the 
most of each opportunity to get 

water on the fire. Training will help 
get the most success and support 
the overall mission of fire 
suppression.

The fire service operates from 
departments of all sizes, response 
areas, staffing levels and service 
delivery capabilities. Nevertheless, 
all fire departments must rely on 
the fundamental engine company 
operation of efficiently and 
effectively stretching and operating 
the first line and the second line at 
fires. They must understand the 
water delivery rates  fire flows that 
are necessary for the potential fires 
in their territory. They should 
determine the capability of their 
tank water and be versed in making 
the most of fast water off of the 
first-arriving engine company. (The 
term fast water has been around for 
many years, but it might have been 
a term before its time.) We know 
that time to flashover can occur in 
fewer than four minutes from 
ignition, compared to what was 
nearly 30 minutes not too long ago.

So, today’s fireground requires 
rapid water application. How rapid, 
though, might be determined by 
the level of staffing and by the 
amount of training and real-world 
experience that an engine company 
has. In rural areas, where response 
times might be longer and staffing 
might be reduced, water 
application might come in the form 
of one or two firefighters who are 
utilizing a larger line to apply water 
from the exterior; interior searches 
might be delayed. Many rural, and 
even some suburban, fire 
departments must use 
time-delayed tactics based on 
limited staffing and overall tactical 
capabilities. In most suburban 
areas—and, hopefully, in all urban 
areas—more fully staffed engine 

Command & Control Success: Tactics Put Out Fires
Originally published in Firehouse Magazine, May 1st, 2020.
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companies might arrive closer to that 
four-minute timeline. That allows them the 
opportunity to make an aggressive interior attack 
by stretching a 1¾-inch line that’s flowing 150 
gpm to rapidly stop interior fire spread and to 
control the fire while another company is 
conducting a primary search.

Regardless of urban or rural, don’t let staffing 
delay water application. Underwriters 
Laboratories (UL) confirms that water from the 
exterior is better than a significant delay or no 
water application at all. Fight the fire as if it is 
your house on fire and you don’t have 
homeowners insurance. The ultimate goal is 
rapid fire control to save lives and to minimize 
property loss.

Applying water is an every-fire tactic, just as 
should be rapid primary searches. Sometimes, 
the search might be delayed by any number of 
factors, but water application almost never 
should be delayed. To deliver the highest level of 
service to the public who we are sworn to protect, 
our tactical foundation must be solid. Yes, tactics 
put out fires, but water saves lives. Water doesn’t 
remove civilians, but it does create and maintain 
survivable space that allows firefighters the 
opportunity for more rapid searches and the 
expeditious removal of trapped occupants. Don’t 
forget, there are innumerable instances in which 
civilians who were trapped inside were protected 
by a closed door, which allowed their survival 
until the fire department arrived to control the 
fire. The civilians were able to literally self-rescue 
once the fire was controlled.

The “Close Your Door” campaign saves lives, but 
the fire service must back up the campaign with 
rapid fire control once we arrive. With more 
residential dwellings going vertical, and with 
historical data indicating that fires more 
frequently start on lower floors than higher up, 
we must rapidly control the fire to allow trapped

occupants to evacuate utilizing the stairs (and sometimes the 
elevator).

UL has worked for years to better understand fireground water 
application tactics and how they relate to overall operational 
success and victim survivability. Regardless of whether it’s the 
exterior attack study, interior attack study or the coordinated 
fire attack study, each has shown the importance of rapid 
water delivery and of how water is delivered. The fire service 
must embrace this large body of research to enhance what we 
already know through solid experience. Once experience and 
research come together, we will be better at overall fire 
control. In the end, this will save more lives, civilian and 
firefighter alike.

AIRING IT OUT

The other major fireground tactic that was part of the most 
recent coordinated fire attack study is ventilation. With today’s 
rapid fire growth and volatile fire behavior, coordinated 
ventilation must be understood now more than ever. (Fires 
today seem to become oxygen-deprived, or to be vent-limited, 
more than ever before.) Ventilation can save lives or take lives, 
and our understanding of ventilation in combination with 
water application, primary search and vent enter search (VES) 
is critical. Take the wrong window at the wrong time and it 
could be catastrophic for interior firefighters who are pushing 
in on the attack line that has yet to cool the environment or for 
the search team that might be limited to just a 2½-gallon 
pressurized water can.

The fire service has a proud history of serving the public by 
saving lives and protecting property through aggressive fire 
tactics. As much as the fireground has remained the same, it 
also changed in so many ways (for example, yesterday’s 
building that has today’s newly purchased furnishings, the 
makeup and burn characteristics of which are much different 
than those of old).

We must look beyond the numbers in the UL video on time to 
flashover. We must examine and understand how this affects 
our tactics and the timing of those tactics. We must go beyond 
the CliffsNotes version of fireground operations and delve 
deeply into all fireground tactics to understand that we might 
need to tweak our tactical functions based on staffing, 
response times and experience levels. ▪



Command success at an all hands 
working or multiple alarm fire 
largely is based on having “depth 
on the bench.” In sports, having a 
deep bench means having a large 
number of very talented players. 
So, when used in the sports sense, 
a deep bench not only refers to a lot 
of candidates but to a lot of strong 
candidates. How does this translate 
to the fireground? Well, if there 
aren’t enough available companies 
that aren’t currently assigned to a 
fireground function that don’t have 
some type of fireground tactical 
proficiency, there is no depth on 
the bench. In the past, too many 
times at a serious working fire, 
there was in part a lack of 
understanding of the fireground 
commander (FGC) that 
all-hands-working meant calling for 
additional resources or a greater 
alarm sooner rather than later. Also, 
a lack of aggressive and 
quality-based tactics because of 
weak company performance 
requires the need for additional fire 
companies. You must have talented 
firefighters—and enough of 
them—to ensure command 
success. Tactics put out fires, and 
command manages these tactics 
using thought-out strategy from 
past experiences as an FGC.

COMPANIES AT THE READY

I learned of the term “all-hands” 
years ago when I viewed a tape of a 
working fire that involved the FDNY 
at a multistory, multiple dwelling in 
Harlem. The fire took hold of an 
upper floor, and the 16th Battalion 
quickly reported an all-hands via 
the portable radio. Soon after, a 
second alarm was transmitted. I 
learned that “All-hands” over the 
radio let everyone know that the 
fire required all assigned resources 
to be committed prior to the arrival 
of second-alarm companies. There 
was no one on the bench standing 
by for the next necessary tactical 
assignment to support the FGC’s 
overall strategy.

The all-hands confirmation also 
signaled to the dispatcher and 
others who were listening that 
there was a good chance that more 
resources might be needed. This 
allowed other companies/chiefs 
and the dispatcher to possibly get a 
head start: Proactive chiefs, 
companies and dispatchers can 
prepare via move ups, likely cutting 
arrival time of additional resources.

It is critical for the FGC and other 
chiefs to have additional 
companies beyond those that are 
assigned to a specific task to be at 
the ready. The FGC must have 
additional resources standing fast if 
needed to stretch an additional line 
when fire jumps floors, extends to 
exposures or extends to void 
spaces, such as an attic via 
balloon-frame construction. Most 
importantly, the FGC needs a deep 
bench for the possible mayday 
situation that will require more 
than a two- or four-person RIT.

An example of such a situation is the 
Gloucester City, NJ, collapse on July 
4, 2002, in which three New Jersey 
firefighters lost their life. The 
incident was dispatched at 1:35 a.m., 
and the building collapsed at 2:06 
a.m., only 31 minutes after dispatch. 
All FGCs should study fires such as 
this one to not only learn from them 
but to be reminded that not every 
incident is routine. We shouldn’t get 
complacent, even when our 
standard response handles most 
fires. Any type of rapid-fire growth, 
extension of fire to exposures, 
structural collapse or missing or 
trapped firefighter rapidly will 
overwhelm the standard alarm 
assignment. It also will overwhelm 
the FGC if he/she doesn’t have other 
command officers to help manage 
the fireground. A majority of the fire 
service gets complacent thinking 
that one or two chiefs can properly 
manage an all-hands fire based on 
past experiences. It isn’t just your 
own past experiences but also 
studying and learning from others, 
so we don’t repeat history.

MORE THAN ONE CHIEF

Depth on the bench also involves 
additional command staff 
responding to and operating on the 
fireground.

I responded for years to fires over a 
large metropolitan county area as 
the only chief officer who was on 
duty. I commanded hundreds of 
fires/incidents as the only chief with 
very few of those incidents causing 
me any issues. This doesn’t make it 
acceptable nor does this mean that 
something couldn’t happen that 
would require two or more chiefs to 
properly command the incident.

Command & Control Success: All-Hands Operations—Depth on the Bench
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Luckily, over the past few years, I have had the 
addition of another chief responding to working 
fires and other significant incidents, which makes 
the depth of command greater. I feel much more 
comfortable and relaxed with this additional chief 
assisting me and vice versa. I am certain that 
having more than one chief to manage a 
fire/incident brings a higher level of safety and 
command confidence and raises the level of 
performance of most fire companies.

This, too, can be related to sports: having an 
offensive and defensive coordinator, each of 
whom focuses on a specific function or task. This 
allows the head coach in our realm, the FGC to 
step back and look at the big picture. The FGC can 
focus more on overall strategy rather than worry 
whether particular tactics are being completed 
properly and in a timely manner.

RECOGNIZING THE POSSIBILITIES

I recently experienced what has been covered to 
this point at a multistory commercial fire in a 
mixed occupancy. I was the third-arriving chief to 
the fire and was assigned to assume 
operations/interior. The first-arriving chief 
established a stationary command post in the rear 
of the building on the C side. This was where the 
first-arriving engine and truck had positioned and 
also was the best command post location based 
on the building construction features and smoke 
conditions. It allowed the FGC to visibly see the 
building and the initial deployment of lines and 
ladders. The FGC also was able to immediately see 
the conditions change when the building was 
opened horizontally, where the initial attack line 
made entry. Further, he could see the first-arriving 
ladder company ascend the aerial to the roof and 
see the smoke from the vertical vent opening. 
Observing these ongoing size-up indicators 
assisted the FGC in determining the next tactical 
assignments for the remaining companies on the 
initial box alarm.

The second arriving chief was assigned to the 
opposite side of the incident from the stationary 
command post. This actually was the street side 
and was designated as the A side, even though the

command post was in the rear of the building. Now, even with 
two chiefs operating on opposite sides of the fire, there still 
were a lot of companies and territory not covered: The front 
and the back were covered, but who was coordinating multiple 
companies on the interior and focusing on the progress or lack 
of progress.

As the third-arriving chief, and having been assigned to 
operations/interior, I went inside to evaluate interior conditions 
compared with exterior conditions. I also thought about what I 
observed during my 360, utilizing the buggy to drive around the 
large commercial complex, which had two large anchor stores, 
a two-story restaurant and a large number of retail stores. (I did 
this numerous times previously on larger complexes, where 
driving around the entire building is a lot more practical than 
being on foot.)

Once inside, I was able to get a better understanding of the 
layout as compared with the 360, and I took a look at the “You 
Are Here” map that hung on the wall just inside of the entry 
point. This type of map was used at another fire at this same 
complex more than 10 years before by the chief in command of 
this fire, when he was the first-arriving company officer. He 
shared this nugget at the tailboard critique, and it was a great 
learning point. Tailboard critiques and incident reviews are 
critical for future success.

While on the interior—and not having to physically focus on a 
specific task or tactic—I was able to monitor five companies 
that operated numerous attack lines, pulled ceilings and 
conducted a search. This allowed the company officers to focus 
on their assigned task/tactic and allowed me to maintain crew 
accountability and to focus on overall progress. This fire had a 
large number of newer firefighters who were led by seasoned 
officers who worked in busy companies. The combination of 
experienced company officers and having a command officer 
on the interior allowed these officers to get more engaged 
while I monitored conditions and communicated with the FGC. 
This helped to balance the depth of the bench and assisted 
with command success. Some times command officers must be 
flexible based on staffing and experience. This was a situation 
where understanding the capabilities of your companies is 
critical.

Overall, command success depends on the FGC and other 
officers being realistic about what can be accomplished with 
the current available staffing and experience that they have in 
each situation. Always remember time-delayed tactics when 
you are understaffed and up against a challenging fire. Tactics 
put out fires!▪



We have been taught for decades 
that the initial fireground incident 
priorities are life safety, property 
conservation and incident 
stabilization. Placing people before 
water shows a deeper 
understanding of putting life safety 
before property conservation in the 
strategic thought process of the 
fireground commander, which 
drives the initial tactics that arriving 
companies take. However, the 
historical order of tactics that are 
taken to accomplish fire attack, 
primary search and a sustained 
water supply needs a closer look.

First, this look requires firefighters, 
company officers and, particularly, 
fireground commanders to solidly 
understand the capabilities of the 
onboard water supply of assigned 
engine companies. This pertains to 
the size, occupancy and fire 
location in the building, combined 
with the amount of fire. Of course, 
fast water and a sustainable water 
supply are critical to the overall 
mission. However, this shouldn’t be 
prioritized over life safety rescue 
operations.

Second, to prioritize saving both 
life and property through fire 
attack, you must understand the 
hose and the nozzle package that 
are on your apparatus, particularly

the individual attack line flow rates. 
This understanding drives how much 
fire that you can extinguish with the 
water application rate of the line size 
that’s selected and how long that your 
tank water will last while flowing 
(timing your tank).

FOUR OR FEWER FIREFIGHTERS

Historically, the fire service has taught 
that the second-due engine company 
establishes a water supply by laying a 
supply line from a hydrant to the fire. 
It seems that many areas throughout 
the country perform this the majority 
of the time by completing a forward 
lay: It’s as if the reverse lay hasn’t 
been taught or is considered taboo. A 
forward lay for a supply line from the 
hydrant removes a firefighter from the 
equation of supporting the booster 
tank attack and/or supporting fast 
water on the fire. It also means that 
fewer firefighters are available to start 
the initial primary search in the first 
five minutes of arrival.

In today’s fire service, most 
departments operate single-company 
stations; firehouses that have dual 
companies almost are nonexistent 
except in major metropolitan cities 
that use fully staffed engine and 
ladder companies. The majority of 
departments staff their companies 
with two, three or, hopefully, four 
firefighters. Arriving on scene on one 
apparatus with no more than four 
firefighters limits the speed of getting 
water on the fire and, more 
importantly, delays the start of a 
primary search.

Chief Brian Brush recently finished a 
survey/research project on civilian 
rescues at fires that are performed by 
firefighters. The data that were 
collected and the results that were 
produced by Brush and the Firefighter

Rescue Survey indicate that 
firefighters rescue an average of 10 
civilians per day from fires. Most 
rescues occur in private dwellings 
and apartment buildings. The 
research, along with nearly 2,000 
rescue surveys that were completed 
on Firefighter Rescue Survey.com, 
provides data on the importance of a 
rapid-fire attack, supported by a 
rapid primary search operation in 
the first 5–7 minutes after arrival. To 
complete fire attack and search 
operations in a basic private 
dwelling in fewer than 7 minutes 
takes at least six firefighters who 
maximize tank water “fast water.” 
Therefore, it is vital that you get 
water on the fire and you remove 
trapped occupants more quickly 
than ever before based on modern 
building construction and 
furnishings.

By combining rescue data, the 
results of UL Fire Safety Research 
Institute research regarding types of 
fire attack (including coordinated fire 
attack) and understanding of the 
modern fire environment, you must 
put people before water—and forgo 
the strategy and tactics of yesterday. 
Yes, use your experience to create 
strong tactics that put out fires, but 
you must be open to modifying your 
strategy and tactics based on a 
change in response times, staffing 
and fire behavior. People’s lives 
depend on fast water.

Please note that I, as a fireground 
commander, fully support and want 
a continuous water supply from a 
hydrant at every fire. However, it just 
might not be established by the first 
or even the second apparatus. A 
large portion of the fire service 
needs firefighters more than water in 
the first 5–7 minutes. Remember, 
you have to be using water to need 
water, and it takes firefighters to 
properly stretch and operate an
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attack line using water. It takes even more 
firefighters to push into a building properly and to 
get the hoseline past different pinch points. Once 
the line has made it to its final room of fire, some 
firefighters who are staffing the line can go from 
an attack search to a fully committed search.

TANK, BOOSTER BACKUP TIMING

Given the fact that a fire flow of 150 gpm, or 2.5 
gallons per second, is the fire service’s most 
commonly accepted application rate for private 
dwellings, a 750-gallon booster tank can flow 
continuously for five minutes. We frequently 
reference that the first five minutes of a fire is 
when most life-saving tactics are carried out. 
Water application is a life-saving tactic that 
directly supports search and rescue operations. 
We know that fire growth is exponential through 
science and experience, and, conversely, we know 
that victim survivability declines exponentially.

The data from the Firefighter Rescue Survey show 
that when the primary attack team or search team 
located victims, the victims have an 88 percent 
survival rate if they were found in the first four 
minutes and a 77 percent survival rate if they were 
found in the first six minutes. The data confirm 
what I experienced in the streets over the past 30 
years: Fireground tactics that utilize onboard tank 
water to get fast water on the fire—supported with 
proper staffing, so enough firefighters arrive on 
the fireground early enough to initiate a fire attack 
and a primary search or VES simultaneously—are 
successful.

As far as the aforementioned tank, flow rate and 
flow time of a 750-gallon booster tank, let’s take 
that tank and back it up with another tank of 
water from the second-arriving engine, or what I 
call the booster backup. (Some call it the force 
multiplier.) This fireground tactic puts people 
before water. When doing this, you go from 750 
gallons to 1,500 gallons of fast water available 
without delay. It brings two companies of 
firefighters straight to the scene, provides 10 
minutes of sustainable flow at the aforementioned 
flow rate and, most importantly, provides an 
additional company of firefighters on scene in the 
first 5–7 minutes (depending on your 

department response times) to maximize the completion of 
several fireground tasks. These tasks include the fast attack to 
get water on the fire quickly, force entry, push in with the attack 
line, search for victims, and, possibly, vent if the fire and smoke 
conditions dictate that venting is a positive tactic based on a 
tactically intelligent decision and on understanding 
coordinated fire attack.

To drive the booster backup tactic, one must look at the survey 
data, today’s fire behavior, UL studies and, most importantly, 
our experiences to put people before water. Yes, a sustained 
water supply is critical, but is it more critical than if your family 
or neighbors were trapped in a private dwelling that has just 
one or even a couple of rooms of fire? We tell citizens who we 
protect that they should close their doors at night before they 
go to bed, but are we getting there with enough fast water and 
staffing and using the proper tactics that will maximize the 
rescue of trapped occupants? It’s time that we take a long, hard 
look at what our booster tanks, or fast water tanks, truly can 
extinguish.

THIRD DUE FOR SUPPLY

We must evaluate the concept of laying a supply line when a 
single company that has no more than four firefighters is on 
scene of a private dwelling fire that has a high probability of 
trapped occupants. Sometimes, the second company must 
respond directly into the scene to provide additional staffing, 
so people’s lives are prioritized above a supply line. You can 
and will save more lives if you truly can understand: the 
extinguishment capabilities of tank water; your staffing levels 
and maximizing the capabilities of the first two companies 
working together to get a line in the house; putting water on the 
fire; tactically ventilating; and quickly searching for and 
removing trapped occupants.

When you place people before water, you must understand the 
importance of filling in the remaining tactical assignments to 
companies that are on the box. One such assignment is what I 
refer to as third due for supply: the third-due engine secures a 
hydrant water supply, to ensure a positive, sustained water 
supply. I prefer this to be a reverse lay, if possible, to allow 
everyone other than the apparatus driver to report straight to 
the scene. The driver reverses out and places the engine on the 
hydrant for maximum water supply capabilities. This allows the 
driver to engage the pump and send water to the scene.

TACTICS PUT OUT FIRES !!!▪



Fireground command dates back 
decades, and the different styles 
are too many to list in this article. 
However, all fireground 
commanders should understand 
the incident command system (ICS) 
and the National Incident 
Management System (NIMS) as well 
as the types of command that are 
necessary for fires and what the 
majority of the fire service sees 
weekly, if not daily, in terms of 
commanding fires and daily 
emergencies.

ORIGINS OF THE ICS

My experience with the 
ICS/fireground command dates 
back to the late 80s, when my 
father was instituting it in Santa 
Rosa County, FL. He had been 
attending the National Fire 
Academy for a few years and slowly 
was getting buy-in from local fire 
departments regarding a more 
controlled and professional way of 
managing the fireground and other 
multicompany/multi-agency 
incidents. He also was instituting 
command post locations/defining 
where the incident commander (IC) 
and command post would be 
located for all who were on-scene 
and responding companies. He 
actually built the first command 
box that I saw and put it in the back 

of the camper shell that he had on his 
pickup. This was beyond anything 
that was being done in northwest 
Florida. The box was like the boxes 
that are common today, including 
laminated command sheets that he 
brought back from the National Fire 
Academy. I still have those laminated 
command sheets and continue to use 
them today.

He had a 100-watt mobile radio that 
was mounted in the box, a green IC 
light to place on top of the camper 
shell to signify “Command Post” and 
other command post support items, 
which grew as time went on. Up until 
this time, there was no system or 
standard ICS in place nor concepts 
that pertained to the determination of 
command location at incidents. 
Rarely did the senior officer even 
designate himself or herself as IC with 
the command designation of street 
name or business name. Often, you 
didn’t know who was in command nor 
that person’s location as the senior 
official who had responsibility for 
giving strategic and tactical 
objectives, to mitigate the incident as 
safely as possible.

What complicated the emergency 
even more was the lack of portable 
radios. Only officers had portable 
radios, and this was before the radio 
technology that we have today. 
Hopefully, today, most fire 
departments have a portable radio for 
every riding assignment/person who 
operates on the fireground and/or at 
the emergency incident.

A REALISTIC ICS

As a young firefighter, it was very 
stressful and confusing to not always 
know who was in charge and to not 
have tactical assignments known by 
everyone who was on the fireground.

command and control, with few 
radios to communicate the strategic 
objectives backed up by specific 
tactical assignments. This 
experience showed me the 
importance of not only a strong ICS 
but of strong command presence 
backup with clear and precise 
strategic and tactical objectives to 
mitigate the incident.

No one command style or command 
location fits all incidents or fire 
departments. Departments vary so 
much, from the response area and 
the types of incidents that they have, 
to the staffing and experiences that 
will be used to control the incident. 
A large urban department frequently 
might handle mid- and high-rise fires 
with properly staffed engine and 
ladder companies. The responding 
chiefs could be assisted by a chief’s 
aide/driver. Multiple chiefs most 
likely respond to these incidents and 
help to build a command team.

These urban environments usually 
are very congested and force the 
command post to be located in the 
street or, possibly, in the fire building 
lobby. A suburban or rural 
department might respond to a 
private dwelling fire only with a 
driver and, maybe, only one chief. 
Such an incident might allow for the 
command post to be positioned 
across the street or even the front 
yard of the fire building.

With the fire service having such a 
diverse response model, we each 
must evaluate our potential 
incidents responses, what we 
frequently respond to and the 
staffing that’s available for these 
incidents. This helps to build a 
realistic command system that’s
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Sometimes, your assignment 
even changed based on who 
you ran into while operating, 
because there was a lack of 



based on your area and not something that’s 
designed for a totally different department that 
responds with different staffing levels and 
experiences and different types of buildings in the 
community.

TACTICAL COMMAND

With my experiences as a young firefighter and the 
past 17 years as a battalion chief in a metro county 
fire department, I slowly have built my command 
style and use what I refer to as strategic-to-tactical 
command. It’s based on where the incident is 
within my county, the staffing that responds to the 
incident, the incident size and my arrival sequence 
with the responding fire companies. If I arrive first 
to a bread-and-butter fire in a private dwelling, I 
will use tactical command. This gets me out of the 
chief’s buggy, dressed, and involved in a more up 
close and personal size-up, which assists in not 
only managing the incident but in me getting 
personally involved in the mitigation of the 
incident.

A recent example of tactical command that saved 
the life of a 20-year-old woman in Cascade, MI, 
was when Fire Chief Adam Magers arrived first at a 
working fire at a two-story private dwelling. 
Magers positioned his vehicle and got out to get a 
better size-up. He went to the front door and 
opened it to evaluate fire size and location before 
the arrival of fire companies that were clearing off 
of other incidents. When he opened the door and 
confirmed a working fire on the second floor, he 
heard a cough. He made a rapid decision to hold 
his breath and rescue the trapped, unconscious, 
20-year-old occupant. (She was released the 
following day from the hospital.) Magers’ decision 
to exit his vehicle based on arrival sequence and 
type of fire saved a woman’s life. If he stayed in his 
vehicle and/or even just stayed across the street, 
she most likely would have been subsumed by the 
fire.

Shortly after Magers removed the woman and 
before the arrival of the first fire company, the fire 
rapidly intensified. Tactical command has the 
fireground commander dressed out in bunker gear 
and in a position to see as much of the 

building/incident as possible. This style is great for 
lower-staffed and first-arriving chiefs who can make a 
difference physically before adequate staffing arrives.

Today’s fires burn faster than ever before. We must count 
seconds in relation to fire growth and survivability of trapped 
occupants. Thirty years ago, we had as much as 30 minutes 
until flashover; today, we might have only 3–6 minutes. With 
this, more than ever before, we need six firefighters operating 
on the fireground in the first six minutes to save trapped 
occupants. In my May 2021 column, “People Before Water”, I 
discussed getting the first two fire companies straight into the 
scene to have sufficient staffing to perform fire attack and 
search simultaneously. When the IC/fireground commander is 
one of the first arriving firefighters, that person must evaluate 
whether a difference can be made by taking action physically 
while still properly managing the incident. This isn’t to say that 
the IC/fireground commander should gear up and get involved 
every time. There will be times that person arrives first and 
should establish a strategic command post and style of 
command.

STRATEGIC COMMAND

Strategic command is a more complex style of command and 
closer to the nationally accepted command style: The IC stays 
in the vehicle and/or stands at the rear of a command vehicle. 
The command post is designated in a specific location and 
marked by a certain vehicle, command center, flag or light and 
is known by all who operate at the incident. This is very 
important at a large, complex incident that possibly will go 
beyond a first-alarm assignment and for which there’s plenty of 
resources to handle the incident.

The strategic command style has better fireground radio 
communications, better tracking of assignments and the 
capability to grow with the incident. However, the strategic 
command style isn’t prudent in the early stages of what should 
be a bread-and-butter fire that requires immediate action to 
save lives and property.

Recently, I arrived at a large commercial building fire after 
multiple engine companies and a ladder company already were 
on scene operating and established a sustained water supply. I 
positioned my chief’s buggy in a location where I could see 
most of the fire building through the windshield and assumed 
command and established a strategic command post location. I 
didn’t get out of my vehicle until nearly an hour had passed. I 
was able to see the fire building, the majority of the companies 
that were operating on scene and the success that



these companies were having with 
the tactics that they deployed. This 
gave me a climate-controlled, 
noise-controlled command post 
that allowed me to use the 
vehicle-mounted mobile radio. I 
used my portable command board 
that I carry up front between the 
driver’s seat and center console.

My assuming command and my 
location were announced over the 
radio. Once I assumed command 
and without an additional chief 
officer on scene, I assigned one of 
the first-arriving officers as 
safety/operations officer, because I 
wasn’t getting out of the vehicle. 
This also empowered this officer to 
think bigger and more as a strategic 
officer versus a tactical officer. 
Command location and style are 
important, but fireground 
commanders also must have 
numerous officers assisting with 
managing all aspects of the 
incident.

VARYING PER INCIDENT

So, whether you start with a 
strategic or tactical command 
style/mode, there’s more than just 
sitting in a vehicle, standing at the 
back of a command vehicle or 
standing in the front yard of the fire 
building. The command location 
and style must fit the incident, to 
provide the best outcome for 
life-safety of both civilians and 
firefighters, while still placing 
property as a second priority.

It takes time to learn when, where 
and how to command an incident 
for the best and safest outcome. 
Experience matters, and being 
flexible is critical. ▪

The top priority of the fire service is 
and always should be saving lives. 
That’s our foundational mission 
statement regardless of fire 
department size, staffing and call 
load.

In the world of sports, athletes 
commit themselves, sometimes for 
decades, preparing and fine-tuning 
in hopes of one day making it to the 
Big Game. If they make it to the 
Super Bowl, the World Series, the 
World Cup, etc., and win, some will 
retire, because that was what they 
dreamed of and worked for their 
entire career/life.

In the fire service, the ultimate win/ 
trophy is searching for and finding 
someone who is trapped by fire and 
rescuing that person. A large 
percentage of members won’t see 
that day. Very few will pull off a fire 
service Tom Brady: seven rescues.

As I write this, Brady announced 
that he will come back for his 23rd 
season. When you’re dedicated to 
your craft in the way that Brady is, 
you have a much higher chance of 
success, even late into your career. 

The difference is, success in the fire 
service is providing another day at 
life. Don’t be mistaken, the fire 
service has our Tom Brady's people 
such as Capt. Paddy Brown (FDNY) 
and numerous others who prepared 
and put themselves in a position to 
win decade after decade. It can be 
done and has been done.

We all should be mentally, physically 
and emotionally prepared. We all 
should be committed to putting in 
the daily repetitions, so we have the 
answers on the day of our biggest 
test. Remember, everyone has the 
answers until it’s time to take the 
test. Firefighting is more than 
winning a game or taking a written 
test and/or getting a trophy. It’s 
about saving lives and living a career 
that leaves little regret that you 
failed to prepare for someone’s 
worst day.

AGGRESSIVE SEARCH TACTICS

All firefighters should work to 
minimize self-inflicted guilt that 
results from a lack of commitment 
to a career of always preparing. 
Preparation can’t start the day 
before a big fire or incident where 
civilian lives will be determined 
based on the service delivery that’s 
provided by firefighters. People 
literally live or die based on 
firefighters’ abilities and mental 
focus on searching all areas 
possible.

We must locate and remove all 
occupants to the outside 
environment, where a better 
medical evaluation of survivability is
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possible. It’s very difficult in today’s 
fire environment and/or with lack 
of visibility to evaluate whether 
someone can be revived. Fire 
gloves and the other PPE add to the 
difficulty. I have been to numerous 
fires where people who were 
seriously burned and were found 
unconscious were revived in the 
front yard, in the back of an 
ambulance or at the hospital.

The fire at a 19-story apartment 
building in the Bronx on Jan. 9, 
2022, which came in at 10:55 a.m., 
claimed the life of 17 people. This 
was the deadliest fire in New York 
since March 25, 1990, which was an 
arson fire at the Happy Land social 
club that claimed 87 lives. Another 
deadly fire in the Bronx on Dec. 28, 
2017, claimed the life of 13 people 
and injured 14 others, some of 
whom had to be resuscitated. 
Although we frequently read the 
number of deaths that occurred at 
fires, we rarely see the number of 
people who were saved by 
firefighters.

The Jan. 9 fire was at a high-rise 
that had 120 units that were 
occupied by a few hundred people. 
Yes, this resulted in the tragic loss 
of 17 people, but firefighters 
rescued dozens of other civilians 
via ground ladders, aerial ladders 
and the interior stairs, which were 
filled with thick, black smoke, 
because doors failed to close. In all, 
44 people were injured, 32 of whom 
had life-threatening injuries. More 
than a dozen civilians are alive 
today because FDNY prepares

and positions for success every day, 
for every alarm, decade after decade. 
They are alive because firefighters and 
EMS personnel provided rapid CPR 
and administered Cyanokits that are 
carried by FDNY.

It’s time that all fire departments in 
America and around the world make 
rapid location, removal and treatment 
of victims through aggressive search 
tactics top priority at fires. 
Departments, including those that are 
in rural and suburban America, must 
initiate targeted searches immediately 
to include VES, which allows for more 
successful searches through the 
traditional search tactics that utilize 
the primary entry point. The result will 
be that victims will be located and 
removed faster, and medical 
intervention will start earlier.

FIREFIGHTER RESCUE SURVEY

We now have more than 2,500 
Firefighter Rescue Surveys completed. 
They provide the most accurate 
street-level data to drive search 
training and regarding where searches 
should be targeted. Before 2016, we 
relied on shared individual 
experiences and information in 
articles and chapters in books. These 
experiences are good, but they are 
limited to an individual’s experiences 
from a few grabs. The great detail of a 
collected experience of more than 
2,500 firefighter rescues of civilians 
who were trapped by fire covers more 
than just where the civilians were 
located; it covers time of day, who 
found the civilian(s) and the tactical 
function of the firefighter(s) who 
located the civilian(s).

In just the first 10 weeks of 2022, the 
Firefighter Rescue Survey came across 
234 new reports of U.S. fire incidents 
that had civilian rescues by 
firefighters. The  Firefighter Rescue 
Survey collected detailed information 
on 89 of these incidents. From those 
reports, the survival rate for civilians 

who were rescued by firefighters was 
70 percent. This is consistent with 
the data from the first 2,500 rescues 
that were reported through the 
Firefighter Rescue Survey. Yes, seven 
out of 10 of the civilians who we go 
in and get survive.

Every day, U.S. firefighters respond 
to fires that have victims trapped, 
and firefighters are locating, 
removing and frequently having a 
successful return of circulation. More 
and more departments utilize  
Cyanokits to increase the odds of 
survival. Where once civilians died 
from products of combustion and a 
delay in being found by firefighters 
because culture didn’t push search 
as a priority, they now are being 
located and removed, and they 
survive.

My experience in northwest Florida 
has been that many of the civilians 
who were rescued from fire in the 
past 10 years wouldn’t have survived 
if not for the cultural shift that 
happened in our region. It appears 
that success builds on success, even 
with rescues.

Returning to Brady, once you realize 
that you can win, you want to win 
even more, and this mindset is so 
important for the thousands of 
Americans each year who are 
trapped by fire.

NEW PRIORITY

The days of stretching a line and 
assuming that fire attack alone will 
save whoever and whatever can be 
saved are done. Yes, water creates 
and maintains survivable space 
within a structure, but it won’t 
remove anyone from the fire 
environment. Stopping fire growth 
and the products of combustion is a 
huge priority and does save 
thousands of lives each year. 
However, when smoke detectors fail 
and just extinguishing a fire fails to 
save everyone, you must rely on 



aggressive search and removal 
tactics. Because when all of those 
things fail, we can’t fail. It’s our duty 
to give 100 percent to those who still 
are trapped by fire so that they can 
be afforded that 70 percent chance 
of survival.

We have come a long way since 
1973, when the National 
Commission on Fire Prevention and 
Control completed its landmark 
report on the nation’s fire problem, 
“America Burning.” We’ve come a 
long way from reducing annual 
civilian fire fatalities to fewer than 
3,000 from 12,000. Unfortunately, 
the data show that we now are in a 
plateau. We must increase our 
rescue abilities. Again, when fire 
prevention fails to prevent the 
fire—and smoke detectors fail to 
notify occupants to get out—it’s 
critical that we must not fail!

The fire service collectively must 
evaluate response models, current 
fire behavior, UL studies and newer 
building construction, to include the 
average size of houses that are built 
today.

The priority for response models 
should be getting enough 
firefighters on the residential 
fireground to not only get water on 
the fire but also conduct a rapid and 
thorough search. The numbers from

the Firefighter Rescue  Surveys that 
were completed since 2016 show us 
that we must locate and remove 
trapped occupants in no longer than 
8 minutes. The survival rate is roughly 
70 percent if occupants are rescued in 
that time frame. The surveys also 
show that firefighters who conduct 
searches simultaneous to but 
separate from fire attack have the 
greatest success. The primary search 
team found the victim(s) 58 percent of 
the time; the attack team only 25 
percent of the time.

If we can build a response model that 
gets enough firefighters to attack the 
fire and enough to search at the same 
time, we could add these numbers 
together and get to 83 percent. Larger 
urban departments historically have 
sent an engine company and a ladder 
company directly to the scene of a fire 
to do this exact thing. So, now is the 
time for smaller departments in 
suburban and even rural America to 
adjust their response model to get the 
first and second fire company to the 
scene, to have enough firefighters to 
use tank water and start a fast attack 
and a rapid search. The search should 
be thought out strategically based on 
numerous factors but definitely the 
data from the Firefighter Rescue 
Surveys.

Our training must be more than just 
the first floor VES drill, rescuing a

homemade baby that weighs 5 lbs. 
We must incorporate second, third 
and fourth floor drills that utilize 
larger mannequins and even live 
victims.

Suburban departments that 
respond with minimal ladder 
companies should evaluate based 
on district whether carrying 
something that’s larger than a 
24-foot ground ladder might be a 
better option.

THE YEAR OF THE RESCUE

As I complete this column, a 
15-month-old male was rescued on 
March 15, 2022, at 10:52 a.m. from a 
single-wide mobile home in 
Navarre, FL. The 15-month-old has 
more than 30 percent burns but is 
alive based on an aggressive 
culture of People Before Water. The 
Holley-Navarre Fire District, which 
was involved in the rescue, trained 
literally the day before on booster 
back-up and VES tactics to 
maximize the first and second 
companies working together to get 
water on the fire without delaying 
search operations.

Together, we can make 2022 the 
Year of the Rescue and get below 
2,000 civilian fire fatalities through 
aggressive rescue operations on the 
fireground. ▪



Fireground commanders (FGCs) must 
understand the importance of sizing up their 
contribution percentage to mitigating 
operational needs and that actions on the 
fireground are dependent on their order of 
arrival to the scene.

FGCs also should arrive in a properly equipped 
vehicle that’s based on their fire department 
response model and organizational 
structure—for example, a chief who never is the 
first to arrive or who never must operate alone, 
or a chief of a county-type fire department who 
might be the first to arrive and must wait for the 
first-arriving company.

ONLY YOURSELF TO ‘COMMAND’

Chiefs or FGCs who arrive first are 100 percent of 
the staffing on scene until additional firefighters 
arrive. Working in a large county fire department 
creates a high possibility of arriving first and 
operating alone for a while—in other words, the 
only firefighter who is on scene who can do 
something. There’s no one to command—other 
than himself or herself to act and size up what 
one person can do to start to save lives and to 
reduce property loss immediately. 

Taking action is even more critical in 
bread-and-butter operations, such as a 
single-family dwelling fire and an outside fire 
that’s extending to a building.

Although national standards for equipment 
that’s carried on fire apparatus exist, there aren’t 
any for what fire command vehicles should 
carry—I mean more than markers and a fancy 
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command board that has different color magnets. All
command vehicles should have operational fireground 
equipment, including complete bunker gear, an air pack, a 
thermal imaging camera (TIC), a large hand light, a set of 
irons, a water can and extinguishers, including a CO2 
extinguisher and a dry chemical extinguisher.

I carry these tools and more in my battalion chief vehicle, and 
I have multiple fireground experiences to show why you 
should have them.

WHEN YOU ARE THE 100 PERCENT

When an FGC/chief is 100 percent of the solution until 
additional firefighters arrive, the FGC/chief must evaluate 
getting out of the buggy and possibly getting a closer look to 
see whether he or she can have an immediate effect. Simply 
going to the front door of a private dwelling with a TIC and a 
set of irons can reveal critical factors to assist with the size-up 
and necessary resources. It’s possible that the fire is within 
the capabilities of a water can, a garden hose or a fire 
extinguisher or even just shutting a door to confine the fire.

Even if no one is trapped and all reports that everyone got 
out seem solid, a first-due 360 is key to initial company and 
command success. This 360 of the building might identify the 
possible different options for entry and exit. In this way, the 
FGC can prompt the first-arriving engine on size, length, 
location and proper staffing that’s needed to be successful 
with the first attack line. Getting out and getting a closer look 
also could indicate: where to place a second line, if needed; 
where to start the search; a targeted search, such as VES; and 
whether to use an entry point other than the front door.

It also can reveal an immediate rescue just inside of the front 
door. In my column in this space in the November 2021 issue, 
“Command Post Location,” I wrote about Fire Chief Adam 
Magers arriving first at a working fire in a two-story private 
dwelling, where he got out of his buggy to get a better size-up 
and made an immediate rescue of a trapped occupant. This is 
an example of going beyond the command post location and 
understanding tactical command. There’s a good chance that 
the occupant would have succumbed if Magers didn’t get out 
of his command buggy.

TIC AND HAND LIGHT

A TIC and a hand light are more than just search tools. FGCs 
should have the TIC every time that they get out of the buggy, 
to start sizing up the building. The hand light is



equally essential, to increase visual 
abilities at night and in smoky 
environments. These tools can 
provide command success by 
enhancing images that the human eye 
can’t see within a building or in 
low-light conditions and are essential 
for acquiring intelligence that will aid 
significantly in commanding the 
incident.

A TIC is as much an outside tool as it is 
an inside search tool. You must use it 
to its full capabilities to provide a 
better fire attack.

Second to using a TIC for search is 
using it for size-up, so you get the 
most realistic image of what’s within 
and behind the smoke. It gives the 
FGC the advantage of reading the 
smoke and what it’s camouflaging. A 
TIC is a set of binoculars and a 
magnifying glass combined times 10. 
It allows you to see through today’s 
combustion products to visualize heat 
buildup and fires within lightweight 
constructed floors and within roof 
assemblies that contain massive 
amounts of void spaces that are 
subject to early collapse. With early 
recognition, an FGC immediately can 
order the ceiling or void space to be 
opened to cool, suppress and 
extinguish the fire.

A TIC can allow an FGC or other 
command staff to see whether water 
actually is going where it needs to go 
and whether it’s cooling these areas 
effectively. (In our modern fires, it’s 
possible for the BTUs to be beyond 
the gpms and for water application to 
be ineffective.) A TIC also can show 
fire extension to other areas, which 
can give an FGC good intelligence to 
order additional attack lines and open 
up these areas.

EXTINGUISHERS &  ‘THE GREEN 
LINE’

Knowing that I have the opportunity 
to arrive ahead of other responding 
fire companies, I carry a full 

complement of extinguishers, 
including two water cans, a large 
dry chemical extinguisher and a 
smaller CO2 extinguisher. This gives 
me multiple weapons to choose, 
each of which complements the 
other in its deployment, depending 
on what’s burning if I arrive first.

On the numerous fires where I 
arrived first due in my chief buggy, I 
used one or two water cans to keep 
a fire from extending or to strictly 
hold the fire for a minute or two 
until a fire company arrived.

Most of us went to a fire where the 
police or a neighbor suppressed the 
fire using a garden hose before our 
arrival. I, too, used the typical 
residential garden hose to control a 
fire by either taking it inside or 
applying the stream through a 
window. Although utilizing “the 
green line” is unconventional to 
some, you should use common 
sense and act as though it’s your 
neighbor’s house that’s on fire. 
Even a properly applied garden 
hose that’s used from outside of the 
immediately dangerous to life and 
health (IDLH) environment can 
minimize property loss 
significantly.

In September 2004, as a newly 
promoted chief, I pulled up on a 
burning pile of Hurricane Ivan 
debris that was located directly 
next to a large restaurant on 
Pensacola Beach. The burning pile 
already had extended to the 
restaurant’s highly combustible 
wood siding, which had been 
preheated directly from summer 
sunlight. Had it not been for the 
numerous water cans and dry 
chemical extinguishers that I 
carried—it was a few minutes 
before the first fire company 
arrived—the restaurant would have 
been a multiple-alarm fire, most 
likely destroyed. That would have

had a devastating effect on the 
community, because, at the time, it 
was the only restaurant that was 
providing food on the island.

THE IRONS

The irons allow you to force entry 
or take a window for an immediate 
rescue. I arrived first many times to 
an occupied house fire that 
required me to force entry and to 
get a better size-up of the interior 
for life safety.

On one occasion, I used the set of 
irons from my buggy to force the 
front door of a private dwelling, 
with an unconscious civilian 
trapped behind the front door 
because of a double-sided 
deadbolt that kept the occupant 
from rapidly unlocking from the 
interior.

On many other occasions, I forced 
the front door or side door, so that 
step was completed before the 
arrival of an engine company, 
thereby reducing the reflex time for 
the engine company to get a line 
inside.

WHEN YOU AREN’T THE 100%

Across the country, we all 
responded to reports of fires where 
someone stated that everybody 
was out of the fire building or that 
the fire building was a vacant 
home, only to, in fact, learn that 
there were trapped occupants.

In January 2021, a single 9-1-1 call 
reported a working fire in a 
single-family dwelling. All the 
neighbors said everyone was out. 
Upon my arrival, the first engine 
stretched and operated directly on 
the main body of fire. Yes!

I established command at the rear 
of my vehicle based on arriving 
after a fire company. A ladder 
company arrived shortly after I 
arrived. Several other fire



companies arrived within the next 
couple of minutes.

I assigned the ladder company to make 
entry opposite of the fire attack, so they 
wouldn’t be delayed getting to the 
unburned side and bedroom section of 
the house that had survivable space. 
Within a minute of entry via a rear 
bedroom window, the ladder company 
radioed that an unconscious victim was 
located just beyond the bedroom door. 
This incident is an excellent example of 
understanding the concept of VES and 
when to go beyond the bedroom door.

So, when an FGC/chief arrives behind a 
fire company, it drastically changes the 
actions that are taken by the FGC/chief. 
Consider it this way: The FGC arrives 
after nine firefighters on three different 
fire companies arrived. The FGC/chief is 
10 percent of the staffing and now must 
focus more on command and control, 
because more firefighters should arrive 
shortly.

COMMAND FLEXIBILITY

Regardless of the location of command 
on the fireground, it must be understood 
that size-up and flexibility is critical to 
have command success on the 
fireground. No one fireground command 
style works perfectly for all incidents. A 
good size-up and understanding of the 
arrival sequence of additional 
firefighters and how that sequence plays 
into who will do the tactics to mitigate 
the incident in the shortest amount of 
time are vital.

FGCs shouldn’t get locked into one mode 
of thinking and how they operate. 
Always size-up your percentage of effect 
before, during and after each incident, 
so you can continue to increase your 
effect on the next fire. Be the FGC who 
brings more than just a voice on the 
radio. Truly provide some command 
presence.▪

High Rise Operations Conference
● December 6th - 8th, 2022

The Fire Conference
● January 30th - February 3rd, 2023

Command Officer Boot Camp
● May 16th - 18th, 2023

Urban To Suburban Conference
● August 22th - 24th, 2023

Beyond Minimum Standards Conference
● December 5th - 7th, 2023

UPCOMING CFT EVENTS


