Forcing The Door

They’re pointing!

That’s a bad sign.

We don’t smell any smoke but that doesn’t mean a thing. The wind could be blowing in the other direction. When we turn the corner more people are pointing, as they look down the exposure four side of the tenement.

The front of the building is exposure one, while two, three and four run clockwise from the front – side, rear and side. Sure enough there’s fire blowing out two windows on the fourth floor of the four side and the wind’s blowing downwind of our apparatus.

I’ve got the Irons position, which means I’m going inside to the door of the fire apartment. My heart’s pounding as I get off the rig carrying the axe and halligan “mated up” (the halligan’s beveled fork caressing the axe’s blade), along with the hydraulic “bunny” tool or mini- Rabbit. I also carry a light and a handi-talkie.

All this plus my Bunker Gear, helmet and air mask combine to weigh upwards of 80 pounds. It’s near impossible to run, so I kind of double time it into the building. The “Inside Team” of the Truck Officer, the Can-man and myself have to race in before the Engine Company starts stretching hose. We’ve got to take that door.

As we enter the lobby, I smell the smoke now. It’s raspy and pungent and closes our throats as we breathe. Someone in the lobby yells, “There’s people up there,” and we try to quicken our pace a bit.

One landing below and we’re looking up into total darkness in the middle of a sunny afternoon. We don our masks and head up into the swirling black smoke.

It’s hot up here on the fourth floor landing. Hard to know where the fire is at first. We blindly feel doors for heat. The Officer decides on a door, tries the doorknob to no avail and yells, “Force this one! NOW!!!”

The Can-man is a proby or first year guy and he’s a little hesitant. I slam the ads end of the halligan into the door just above the doorknob and below the second dead bolt lock. It’s an old door with a lot of give. As I drive the ads end in, the door jam starts to splinter and come apart. Finally I get it to slide in behind the door and am able to dislodge the doorknob’s lock. The top lock still holds.

The proby is crouched down near the floor. It’s getting hotter and blacker. I slide the beveled fork end in behind the top lock, feeling for it as I move the tool upward. The door has too much give and it won’t snap. The Officer tells the proby to give me a few hits with the axe.

I line up the halligan right on the top lock in an attempt to blow it off the door.

The proby is set and I yell, “Hit!...Hit!...Hit!!” I can feel it loosen, but it still doesn’t give. I turn my back to the door and donkey kick the side of the door the locks are on, one, two, three kicks and the door springs open and I duck to the floor as a blast of heat escapes the apartment’s door.

The hallway is very hot now. We peer down the apartment’s interior hallway and see tongues of red moving along the ceiling, toward the end of the hall.

The Officer directs the proby to stay near the door with the “Can” (a 2½ gallon extinguisher) and a light while he takes the right side of the hall and I take the left, for a quick search before the Engine Company moves in with the hoseline.

The hallway is pitch black and extremely hot, which means the fire’s been burning awhile. The first room I come to is a kitchen.  A quick search reveals no one there. I crawl to the window and reach up with the halligan tool and break the glass to let the smoke escape.

The next room I come to is a bathroom. It’s small and easy to search. I reach around inside the tub, a favorite hiding place for little kids who think water will keep the fire away. Thankfully no one’s in there.

We’re both in about as far as we can go. The heat’s getting unbearable down this end of the hall. We can’t get passed the fire into that rear bedroom, so we head back out so that the Engine Company can move in and knock the fire down.

You never realize how tired you are until you stop. When we pull out to let the Engine move the hoseline in, I can feel the rivers of sweat coursing down my back and across my chest. My heart’s still pounding and I’m still breathing hard. I could swear it wasn’t this difficult a just a few years ago.

The Engine knocks the fire down pretty quickly and we’re ready to start the second part of our job – the OVERHAULING. Ceilings must be pulled, walls opened up and windows trimmed down to bear brick openings. No hidden pockets of fire can be left. The saying goes, “There’s no such thing as a rekindle.”

The worst part of the overhauling is it’s done without our air masks on. The smoke is lifting, but it’s still a raspy dark gray and the plaster dust makes breathing feel like swallowing sand.

When we get to the windows, we stick our heads out for a quick breath of fresher air. We are all bone tired now, but the fire’s out and the apartment is completely overhauled. We finish sifting through the fire room’s contents, tossing the burned pieces of debris out into the courtyard.

Another Ladder Company is called in to do a secondary search. They will go over every inch of the apartment to make sure we didn’t miss anything or anyone beneath all the debris. We head down to the street to get some water and some smoke-free air.

Ninety minutes in and out. Thankfully there were no victims in this job – no fatalities, no one burned, none of us injured. Now we can’t wait to get back to the firehouse to change the cylinders of our masks, clean our tools and change into clean, dry uniforms.

There’s a little over two hours left until the end of the shift and I’m hoping this is it for the day.

