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W a r n i n g
Firefighting is an ULTRAHAZARDOUS, 

UNAVOIDABLY DANGEROUS activity.

Neither this Journal, nor any other, will
protect you from all burns, injuries, 

diseases, conditions or hazards.

No publication can replace proper training, 
experience and constant practice in

firefighting tactics and skills. 



WHAT’S INSIDE #7 - 2018

Firemanship - A Journal For Firemen is published by Brian Bastinelli.

The editorial board is made up of Brian Bastinelli and Brian Yonkin. 

We’re humbled that you’ve taken time out of your life to check us out.  

Our mission is to provide a venue for like minded firemen to share information with each other,

so that we may improve in our ability to carry out the mission of our great fire service, and to

do it with no ego or drama. 

We’ve done away with the table of contents because it’s not how we’d like you to read this 
journal. 

When we set out to create this publication, the idea was to take the firehouse kitchen table 
and bring it to the pages of a journal you could read at your leisure, and how you wanted to. 

Anyone who has ever been at the kitchen table in a firehouse knows, the conversation is not 
structured. It meanders, it’s lively, it’s serious and at times it’s hilarious. 

We may cover 5 different topics in the course of a few minutes, or we might stay on one for 
hours. Regardless of how it plays out, you never know what’s coming next. 

So, we want you to experience this journal, a print version of the firehouse kitchen table, 
in the same way. Jump in and become a part of the discussion. Learn from the senior man, 
discuss tactics, solve the world’s problems, decide what’s for dinner, challenge each other to 
be better, and most importantly, pass on what you’ve learned. 

This journal is for you.

Now, go get some coffee and take a seat at the table. 

Cover Photo: Harrisburg firefighters arrive at a well involved house fire. The fire killed a 3 y/o girl who was left sleeping at home 
alone. The fire started by cooking that was left unattended by adults prior to leaving the home. Photograph By Brian Bastinelli.

Previous Spread: Harrisburg firfighters operate at a rowhouse fire with collapses and multiple homes involved in Uptown, HBG, 
PA. High winds drove the fire, and embers were a major concern, starting several other small fires on the block. 



#RISK

There was a time in our history when risk was 
not vilified. A time when it was an accepted 
and often revered part of any major endeavors 
that were undertaken by our country and or its 
citizens. 

Somehow, however, time has evolved the way some 
look at risk. 

Unfortunately, some of the people with that 
changing viewpoint now exist within our own 
ranks.  Even though for us as firemen, risk is 
still at the very heart of every task we carry 
out. 

Our job, by its very definition, and by the 
public's expectations, requires us to walk the 
tightrope of danger and fate.  

It requires us to look the risks in the face, 
and act in spite of them.  To not only accept 
the fact that they exist, but revel in them a 
bit, and use them as fuel to drive us further in 
our desire to succeed, and in the development 
of the skill sets necessary to do so. 

I do not advocate that we engage risk in a 
frivolous way, or not pay it the respect that 
it is due, but I also feel we should not cower in 
its presence either. 

When the United States Government and NASA 
set their eyes on space travel, and eventually 
a mission to land on the moon, risk surely 
assumed a major role in the planning, and 
eventual implementation of those plans. 

A culture of risk aversion would have stopped 
this mission before the first ideas were put 
on paper.  They would have looked at the goals 
of it and said, "We haven’t done this before, 
it’s dangerous and we could lose. We could lose 
money, we could lose our position of leadership 
in the world, and we could lose lives."   
Unfortunately, that is likely the order in 
which they would have looked at it as well. 

But that was not the attitude our country, our 
government, NASA, its astronauts nor staff 
assumed. Rather, it was an attitude of drive 
and determination, to not only accomplish, but 
to be the first that prevailed and dominated 
this mission. 

President Kennedy led the charge into space by 
saying. "Why go to the moon, why climb the

highest mountain? We go to the moon not 
because it is easy, but because it is hard!"

Our country embraced those words and was 
inspired by the hope they created within each 
of us. A common goal and rationale for us to 
believe in, and work toward.

He laid out the need for the mission, the 
basic philosophy behind it, and the potential 
rewards to be realized. He did this in a way 
that created value in it and nationwide 
support for it. 

People understood what we were doing, and why 
we were doing it so they got behind it. They 
supported it, and they helped to drive the 
mission forward. 

The success of the Apollo program was a success 
for each and every American. 

Neil Armstrong said, "There can be no great 
accomplishment without risk."

Because he was an engineer, he knew that this 
mission was the very definition of risk. Yet, 
his belief in the fact that they could overcome 
the obstacles in front of them outweighed the 
parts of his brain that were telling him to 
back away from risk. 

He didn't take on this mission with reckless 
abandon. He did it because he cared, because 
he was educated, because he spent untold hours 
obsessing over the mission and its success. 
He did it because he tried, failed, and tried 
again. He did it because he drilled over and 
over on the small details of the mission that 
would allow for the overall accomplishment 
of the larger objectives. He did it because he 
believed in this mission and had the drive and 
determination to see it through. 

The willingness to try, and the associated 
willingness to fail and learn from that 
failure, in spite of the risk, propelled Neil 
and the program to victory. 

Their drive to move this mission forward, in 
spite of the risk, not only created its success, 
it inspired our nation, the world for that 
matter, to embrace risk and lean forward in 
all we do. 

Our nation has lead the world in all levels of 
progression because we were never afraid of 
taking the risk needed to get the job done. 

We've embraced risk, we've reveled in it, and we've 
used it as fuel to catapult us to the forefront 
time and time again. 

In the fire service we can be no different.  We 
must look the risk in the face. We must educate 
ourselves to its nuances, and we must understand 
its infestations.  

Then we must overcome it.  

We must create common sense policy and procedure 
that allows us to operate around risk, as well as 
develop and hone the basic skill sets needed to 
manage and control it. We must be ready to address 
risk at a moment's notice, and do our work in it, 
around it, and in spite of it. 

The one thing we must never do, is avoid it.  

Risk is the world in which we operate. It is the 
reason for our very existence. To avoid it, is to 
not meet our obligations. Obligations we swore to 
meet head on and overcome.

If not for our willingness to dance with risk, 
lives would not be saved, property salvaged, nor

potentially the light of tomorrow seen. 

No matter how safe our gear becomes, no matter how 
much water we flow, no matter how reflective our 
vests might be, risk will be on our shoulders at 
every moment of every day. 

No matter how hard some will try, denial and 
avoidance will not make us safer, it will not 
bring us home, it will not prevent tragedy. 

Studying our challenges, learning to overcome 
them, drilling on our skills, taking care of our 
bodies and minds, and of each other, using our 
brains to create realistic policies, and working 
as a cohesive team, is what will allow us to 
prevail. 

Leaning forward will allow us to prevail. 

Living up to our obligations will allow us to 
prevail. 

Doing our jobs will allow us to prevail. 

There is no guarantee for success, however.  Our 
world is dangerous, and sometimes in spite of our 
best efforts, in spite of our preparation, and in 
spite of our skill and intention, we will lose. And 
we will lose hard.

However, when we fail, when we feel the pain of 
loss, when we get owned by the risk, we can not 
allow its gravity to pull us in, or its darkness to 
overcome us. 

We must continue to lean forward. We must 
understand that we are depended upon to get back 
up and continue our fight.  We must understand 
that our very existence inspires those around 
us to lean forward, and continue in their own 
battles. 

Just as the 'First Man' inspired a world, we must 
inspire each other, the child down the street, or 
anyone that looks up to us, to move forward, to 
pick themselves up, and most importantly, to just 
try. 

Get out there, face the risk and own it, then do 
something great.

Be smart, be as safe as you can and DO YOUR JOB. 
Brian Bastinelli

Editor

(I can be reached at brianbastinelli@gmail.com)



Entitlement
-The belief that one is 
inherently deserving of 
privileges or special treatment.

I am a fireman. I strive to be that 'fireman's 
fireman'.  I believe that being a firefighter 
is a blue-collar trade. It is a craft that must 
be taught, learned, honed and perfected over 
and over again throughout your career. Being 
a member of the fire service, whether paid or 
volunteer, is a privilege given to you by the 
citizens that you serve within your community. 

I know this job can be hard. It can be taxing 
both physically and mentally. You won't get 
rich on the job. But, this is the most rewarding 
job a person could have. 

Where else could you go from literally saving a 
life one minute. To showing off your rig to awe 
struck 10-year-old kids who think you're the 
biggest hero they've ever seen. 

Yeah, you read that right. They look at you like 
you're larger than life. The public believes 
you are willing to put your life between them 
and danger, whenever it is needed to be done. 
But are you? They allow us into their homes 
when they are out of town. They've never met you 
before, but you're a firefighter so they believe 
they can trust you. 

What sparked me to sit down and write this was 
the fact that I'm seeing more and more members 
within the fire service, even 'seasoned' guys, 

that have an entitled attitude. 

They have forgotten the number ONE reason we 
should be doing the job. It isn't for the pay 
obviously. It isn't for the awesome schedule 
with a lot of time off. It isn't for the benefits. 
IT'S FOR THEM. 

Who is THEM? The people that you said you would 
protect from the dangers and hazards of the 
world when you raised you right hand and took 
the oath. The people that have provided you 
with the job that enables you to spend more time 
at home with family than just about any other 
job. The people that pay for that truck you hate 
washing because it will 'just get dirty again'.

Those turn outs you hate putting on because 
they are hot. Yup, they bought them. They pay 
for the benefits you love, and your family's  
needs. They pay for all those vacation days you 
cherish. 

The people that see you and your crew sit down 
for supper at a restaurant and, unbeknownst 
to you, pay for your meal and leave without you 
even knowing until you go to pay. 

The kids that will always remember the day 
they came to the firehouse and were able to see 
first hand where their heros live and work.

The elderly woman who lives by herself. She knows 
when she calls YOU at 1 AM because she slipped and 
can't get up on her hardwood floor because she 
forgot to take her socks off, yup, she knows you 
are coming to help her up and into bed. You won't 
leave until you are certain she is taken care of. 
Because, you are a firefighter.  

The single Mom who needs help installing that 
overly complicated car seat for her child. She 
calls you. You solve that problem. Because, you are 
a firefighter. 

That family who woke up to the nightmare of 
beeping detectors and smoke in their home. They got 
out. You went in, you searched, you extinguished, 
and you saved their most cherished possessions 
that couldn't have been replaced with all the money 
in the world.

Where did the guys go that love coming to work 
and love training and perfecting the craft of 
firemanship? 

Guys are more concerned about making it to the gym 
than picking up those irons and breaking some wood 
on that force door. They're willing to fight tooth 
and nail for that one specific piece of equipment 
that will 'revolutionize' the fire service but won't 
fight for training equipment or props. 

They're more concerned that the new station 
has personal bunk rooms for every member then 
they are in having amazing crew continuity and 
integrity. They are more concerned about the 
'liability' of a fire pole in the station than 
upholding the countless and many great traditions 
of the fire service. 

They allow a contract to determine when they can 
or can't train. They rely on that contract to help 
hide their own deficiencies. 

We allow unqualified people to determine the daily 
activities instead of an ironed-out training 
schedule that meets the needs of THEM. 

What happened to going out and finding structures 
to acquire? You hear the word liability thrown 
around a lot. "That is too much of a liability to 
train like that", "Guys could get hurt in that 
training, we don't need that liability" I promise 
you I would rather get injured in training every 
day than get injured on a real job and not be able 
to uphold my end of that oath. 

I will put this out there. Is it not a liability 
to not train hard for the real thing? Is it not 
creating a liability to potentially have under 
trained personnel?

The sense of entitlement is running wild within 
the fire service. 

Members care more about being ten toes up in the 
recliner than checking that their air pack is 
completely topped off, so they could possibly have 
that desperately needed extra few minutes of air 
when things get hairy.  Members have a 'what can 
you do for me, what can you give me' mentality. They 
have forgotten why we're here. 

They believe because they chose this occupation 
they are special. They believe they are 
qualified for the job because they attained the 
certifications 15 years ago. Even though they 
haven't attended a continuing education class or 
outside seminar since they received those coveted 
pieces of paper with that pretty gold seal.

Yet some organizations only require a 'yes man' 
approach to who's qualified and who gets to sit 
in 'the seat'. Don't shake the tree. Get along with 
everyone. Don't go above and beyond. Don't cause any 
grief. You will succeed. That's what we're showing 
young people in the service. You can succeed if you 
just shut up and do what I say. Don't question my 
authority. You will succeed.

What happened to being able have a critical 
discussion on issues? What happened to owning 
up to your short comings when called out and 
doing something to change them? Why have people 
gotten so entitled they can't be critiqued? Being 
critiqued is what makes you better: realize that 
just because it's criticism doesn't mean it is 
necessarily an attack against you. A brother in 
this service sees a short coming in you. He calls 
you out. You work on fixing that short coming. That 
is what botherhood is. 

I'm not sure how to necessarily move those 
individuals into the mentality needed. I do know it 
will take time. It will take blood, sweat, and tears. 

You will encounter push back from all. You will 
be accused of targeting an individual. You will 
be accused of having a bad attitude. The word 
grievance will be thrown around. But speak 
up. Have those needed conversations. Have them 
maturely and professionally. Speak your mind. 
Tell whoever it is why you feel that way. Allow 
them to respond and have their own opinions. Don't 
falter and stand your ground. Keep fighting. Keep 
training. 

Keep doing what is needed to protect our beloved 
craft. 

Most of all uphold the oath you swore on. 

Andrew Bradley



We are company level firefighters. Our priority should lie in the execution of our craft, the execution of 
basic skills. When we arrive and are not prepared, shame on us.

Sadly, there are some fire service zombies out there who fail to see this priority. They fail to see what is 
required of us. 

The demand for a high level of performance pumps grit and determination into some, and apprehension or 
apathy into others.

Forcing doors, stretching lines, venting buildings, and making the search are the priorities I speak of. 

Out of focus are the ones that can quote the sick leave policy, but can't swing the axe and set the 
halligan. Lost are the ones that can navigate the grievance procedure precisely, but can't aggressively 
navigate their way down the hallway on a search.

We need to work to shift the priority in the ones who are lost. We do it through inclusion into our high 
standards. We do it by our example and our passion. We do it through positive and realistic training. We do 
this, and we can shift the focus of just a few drifters. 

Will we save them all? Probably not, but we sure as hell better try!

Let's shift the priority!

What's The Priority?

Jarrod Sergi
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Am I trying too hard?  Did I spend too much time 
studying the first due map book?  Was that last 
hose stretch at drill just too much?  Is wanting 
my peers to be proficient asking too much?

Anyone who knows me is aware that I devote as 
much time and effort as I can to the fire service.  
From constantly reading, listening, training, 
watching videos, to responding to calls and 
helping upgrade our equipment.  

Sometimes my devotion and determination can 
rub people the wrong way which makes me think 
sometimes, "Am I trying too hard?"  

The answer is 100% no.  

This job requires us to win, take 1st place 
and always do better than 'good enough' when 
operating at incidents.  If you like to say one of 
the following I don't have any time for you:

"Well the fire went out and no one got hurt."

"It's just a house they can rebuild it."

We can grab the average person off of the street 
and ask them to hold a hose line, open it and 
point it in a window that has fire coming out of 
it.  Our job requires devotion, dedication & the 
will to succeed. If all you do is show up and put 
on gear you're not a fireman, you're an actor.  
Riding a fire truck doesn't make you a fireman.

I love the quote from John Eversole: "Our 
department takes 1,120 calls every day.  Do you 
know how many of the calls the public expects 
perfection on?  1,120.  Nobody calls the fire 
department and says, 'send me two dumb-ass 
firemen in a pickup truck.'  In three minutes, 
they want five brain surgeon decathlon 
champions to come and solve all their problems."  

Obviously, his quote was to illustrate a point 
but I want my crew to strive for perfection.   
They should enjoy getting better, faster, 
stronger and smarter.  

When someone asks me if we can try a new tactic, 
skill or piece of equipment that they saw on 
YouTube or at a conference, I welcome it with 
open arms.  It shows they're into the job and 
think about it even when they're not working or 
staffing a unit. 

Furthermore, I know that at some point the 
former 'new' guys are going to be better than me.  
This doesn't scare me or hurt my ego: moreover, it 
makes me proud.  It shows that our leadership's 
devotion to training was successful.  

When you look in the mirror do you see the 
fireman you want coming to save your friends or 
family?  

I know I do.  

Am I Trying Too 
Hard?
Zach Velivis
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Life is on the wire, 
everything else is just 
waiting.

-Karl Wallenda



I asked this same question to a coworker of 
mine whose son recently started his career 
fire academy class.  He replied that his son 
had previously worked in construction, and 
that he wanted a stable job that he could 
work at for 25 years, while working his side 
construction job, and then retire with city 
benefits.  

This answer was one that I figured I would get.  
Nothing against my coworker's son, or others 
who may have given this same answer, but I 
implore you to think deeply about why you 
signed the dotted line on that application.  

Career or volunteer, we all signed the line on 
our application to be a fireman.  We stood in 
front of our family and our peers, swearing to 
protect the citizens of the community in which 
we serve.  We vowed to put their needs in front 
of our own.  

Sure, that means missed dinners, lack of sleep, 
and horrible memories of the tragedies we see 
on calls.  Even though we might not have fully 
known what that fully entails at the time, no 
one twisted our arm to make us become firemen.  

Let me pause here and ask you this: if you 
signed up for this job with the attitude that 
you're only in it for 25 years and retirement 
benefits, how do you cope with these stresses?  

That was an easy question compared to this 
next one: if your loved one is trapped in a 
house that has fire blowing out a couple 
windows, do you want the firefighters that 
show up to have the '25 and out' attitude?  

Or do you want the firemen that show up to have 
a desire to serve, a desire to place their life 
in danger to rescue someone in need?  

If you think that these can be combined in 
a single mindset, you're dead wrong!  I won't 
apologize if you think otherwise.  

Think, what would motivate you to go through 
that window that's pushing thick angry smoke 
when you have a mindset that you have to make 
it to 25 years and retirement?  

That mindset could freeze you right where you 
stand; that mindset puts your safety and well 
being in front of the one that needs the help, 
that mindset is dangerous, maybe not to you, 
but deadly to those helplessly laying inside!  

As firemen, we must have the desire to 
serve.  Career and volunteer alike, no more 
excuses. We need to be filled with the passion 
for learning, and the eagerness to attend 
trainings and be around others with the same 
goal as we have: to hone our craft and be 
better prepared to protect those who need us.  

The only way to be good at what you do is to 
practice.  Riding the recliner will do nothing 
but harm your community, because when that 
bell sounds, they expect you to be at the top 
of your game- willing to lay it all on the line 
for them.  

This isn't a job for the selfish, it is a job for 
the selfless.  

Which one are you?

Why Did You Become A Fireman?

Jake Chappell

B
ri

an
 B

as
ti

n
el

li



How many stories have you heard about people winning the lottery and that being the worst thing that 
ever happened to them? Have you ever wondered why? 

Winning the lottery would be GREAT! I could buy a new house, with no mortgage, I could buy a new truck, a 
boat, live on the beach and just relax. Wouldn't that be great? No' it wouldn't. 

People are made to work, and when we just relax and do nothing' we collapse. And thus, winning the lottery 
can be the worst thing that ever happens to a person.

Well, I've got news for you. If you are a paid member of a fire department, you already won the lottery. 
There are less than a half a million of us! 

Are you squandering your winnings? Are you 10 toes up in the day room or in your bunk most of the day? 

Or are you a 1%er? Do you get better EVERY day, not just every shift? 

See, people are made to work, and FIREMEN are CREATED to work. We are REQUIRED to MASTER our craft. 

Take a look at that winning lottery ticket, really take a good, hard look at it. You won! 

Do you want to waste it, or do you want to make that winning ticket the greatest thing that ever happened 
to you, your company, your department and MOST importantly, the community that you SERVE?

The 

Lottery

Patrick Gillcrist



Do Your  Job.          Clay Magee

Those three little words. It's what 
citizens expect of you and your 
department. The citizens, that we took an 
oath for and swore to protect THEIR life 
and THEIR property, expect well trained, 
motivated firefighters to make every 
effort to follow through on that oath. 

Safety has saturated our culture to 
the point that it is sickening. As a 
profession we have forgotten what our 
responsibilities are. Somewhere in time 
people started preaching that our safety 
is paramount. I can assure you that 
the only people that believe this are 
firefighters. 

Our citizens don't believe that line that's 
preached to you during the academy about 
firefighter safety being number one. 

Our citizens believe that we are willing 
and able when the bell rings. 

They expect firefighters to be willing to 
make the ultimate sacrifice in an effort 
to save their life. 

Stop with survivability profiling. 
Stop saying, "No one can survive that". 
I open up social media every single day 
and see stories, almost on a daily basis, 
of rescues and saves that were made in 
conditions that most departments would 

consider going defensive right off the 
bat. 

Your job isn't to guess who can and who 
can't survive something. Your job is not to 
play God. 

Your job is to find occupiable space that 
you can survive in with your gear and 
training and get in there and search. 

Stop saying "vacant" in your size up 
reports. Do you know it's vacant? I mean, 
do you really know? 

If you work anywhere like I do, you know 
that there's no way of knowing. Buildings 
can look abandoned, but that doesn't mean 
they are vacant. Squatters are often found 
inside abandoned buildings. 

Guess what? They may not be tax paying 
citizens but their lives matter too. It's 
not your job to play God and decide whose 
life is worth saving and who's life is not. 

Just yesterday, I received a text from 
a driver at my station about a target 
hazard in our first due.  An 'abandoned' 
apartment complex with no certificate 
of occupancy.  Nine families live in this 
apartment building.  NINE.  Two of which 
have kids.  This is going down all over 
America in large and small cities.

Let's take it a step further. You don't 
work in a rundown urban environment 
like I do. You work in suburbia. You get 
a call for a house fire for a two story 
residential at 1400 hours. You pull up and 
have a split level home with heavy smoke 
showing throughout. A 360 shows fire 
in the basement part of the split level. 
There's no car in the drive way. No signs 
that anyone is home. 

Is the house vacant? Do you commit 
an attack crew to the basement and a 
search crew to the two bedrooms over the 
basement? 

I hope so. The home I just described is 
my own. My two daughters would be fast 
asleep for naps. My wife is most likely in 
the basement doing one of her favorite 
hobbies, sewing. And that missing car is 
in the garage. 

My wife even gets this concept. Months 
ago she found out about 'Burn' and she 
finally sat down to watch it. When the 
commissioner started talking about 
letting "vacants" burn if there are 
no reports of trapped occupants, she 
immediately said, "That's stupid. How do 
you know no one is inside?"  

You see, my wife, a regular citizen, gets 
it. Her thoughts are the epitome of what 

citizens think our job is. And while my 
wife would not want me or any of my crew 
dying unnecessarily, she also knows what 
our job is and the risk that we SHOULD be 
taking. 

Stop hiding behind a curtain of fear. Stop 
hiding behind LODD numbers. 

On average there are a hundred deaths a 
year qualifying as a LODD. In reality, on 
average, less than 10 guys die a year doing 
the job. 

If we want to reduce deaths let's take some 
personal accountability. Buckle up. Slow 
down. Eat healthy. Finally, exercise. 

Bottom line: Get inside and DO YOUR JOB.   

It's what the citizens expect and deserve 
from YOU. It's what YOU swore an oath to 
do. And I'd venture to say its what YOUR 
department's mission statement says ya'll 
do.  So do it and hold others around you 
accountable.  

Be smart, be knowledgeable and be 
prepared to have real conversations with 
people in your circle of influence.  

You have the power to take our fire 
service back.



Let's Get    Weird. Joe Yowler

In case you were not aware, the choice to 
be a firefighter comes with a potential 
outcome that involves you dying.  By 
accepting to be in the line of work that 
involves you possibly having to rescue 
another life, you also have accepted their 
standards.  The public expects, when they 
call and say they are trapped in a house 
on fire, that we come and save them and 
put the fire out.  Has there ever been 
anything other than this promoted by the 
service?  No.  Now that we have that out of 
the way, let's get weird.  

So here you are on a Sunday afternoon in 
your firehouse.  The rest of the crew is 
watching a sports game on TV laid out in 
recliners.  You are itching to try out 
the new leather helmet strap or practice 
using your new gloves, but you don't want 
to be the only one not hanging out during 
'family time'.  Let me be the first to say, 
'family time', is not going to get you 
masked up in under 20 seconds.  Getting 
your ass out in the bay and practicing is 
the only way to surpass that goal.  

Start pulling hose, practicing search 
techniques, doing mask drills for time, 
or going over the tools on the rig.  It's 
ok to be the only one in the bay after 
meals training.  It's ok to be the only one 
stretching lines on a holiday.  It is ok 
to be the only one working on breathing 
techniques.  Be the one who checks the 
rig off in all your PPE.  Integrate your 
daily workout to include gear drills, 
search drills, and moving hose.  This will 
not only help you be one with all of your 

equipment but also help you learn the rig 
better than anyone else.  

It's ok to care about your life and the 
lives of everyone you swore to protect.  
The ones sitting on their asses, and 
expecting their skills to show up when the 
shit hits the fan, do not care about you 
or anyone else.  No matter what they say, 
if they were a true brother or sister they 
will be standing next to you in the bay.  
No matter how weird they think you look, 
or how many looks of disgust you get, or 
how many times you get called weird.  

Just remember, IT'S OK TO BE WEIRD!  

If you are not this person or you notice 
someone else in the department who is, 
befriend them.  Check up on them.  The most 
important thing we can do for our fellow 
brothers and sisters is to simply ask 
how they are doing.  Create a network of 
brothers and sisters that truthfully have 
each other's backs. 

Anyone I know who is a solid firefighter 
already promotes and practices all of 
this.  Find these people and make them your 
mentors.  We have to take the service back 
over from training that is unrealistic, 
online, or half assed.  This cannot be the 
only source of training and preparation 
we do.  Start somewhere and keep training 
alone and you will be amazed at how often 
other people will start following you.  If 
you are as lucky, as I am, to have a list of 
amazing mentors, you will be blessed with 
inspiration every day.

YOU HAVE TO WRITE YOUR OWN STORY.  
NO ONE IS GOING TO WRITE IT FOR 
YOU. 

-ADAM MAIERS (CASPER FIRE)



Play the game for more 
than you can afford to 
lose... Only then will you 
learn the game.

- Winston Churchhill



Pearl
Harbor
Lessons For The Fire Service

Brian Bastinelli



Recently, I was reading some articles that talked 
about the attack On Pearl Harbor. As is often the 
case, some of the lessons learned in those articles 
seemed like they might also be applicable to the 
fire service. 

So, I did a little research and found additional 
articles and papers written on the subject of the 
failures leading up to the attack. 

The balance of this article draws parallels 
between the lessons learned from those and other 
historical events and the fire service. 

In a paper titled "US Failures In The Pearl Harbor 
Attack: Lessons for Intelligence", Masahiko 
Kobayashi states that 'the lessons from Pearl 
Harbor mostly stem from the nature of human 
beings: people want to be comfortable.'

We see this routinely in the fire service. People 
are generally unable to objectively look at 
information presented that is contrary to long 
held beliefs. Translation, "we've always done it 
that way," or "Look I've done this for years and 
never had an issue."

While at times, those could be accurate statements, 
it is unlikely that they will forever hold true. 

Back in my EMS days, I was advocating for a 
bolstered disaster response plan that would allow 
for more resources to be called should a large 
scale incident occur. The Fire Chief, at the time, 
would say, "Brian, a plane is just not going drop 
out of the sky."  

We know now that, well, you know...

We could extrapolate that thinking out to active 
shooters, acts of terrorism, domestic or otherwise, 
etc.

We might also see this issue crop up when seeking 
to change the way a department conducts business 
in one way or another. Very often with a new SOP. 
Or, upon the introduction of a theory on how to 
carry out a specific strategy or tactic that is new 
to the department's thinking. 

The paper states that people are naturally 
inclined to stick with their first or long held 
assumptions. 

According to Kabayashi, these long held tenants 
are hard to overcome because of the personal and 
often financial investments made by personnel or 
leadership. 

He goes on to say that people are reluctant to give 
up ideas they are invested in. They are reluctant 
to work or cooperate with outsiders, and are 
unwilling to share their successes with people who 
they are unfamiliar with. 

So his conclusion is that many organizational 
challenges are a result of these human caused 
issues and that the organization's positions are 
hard to change because you need to have more people 
on board than just a few like minded individuals. 

He was able to identify several lessons learned 
by the study of what happened at Pearl Harbor on 
December 7th, 1941, and in the months and years 
before the event.

The lessons are as follows;

1. Diversify Intelligence Sources

2. Avoid Mirror Image

3. Make Objective Estimates on Capabilities

4. Be Open Minded

5. Overcome Sectionalism

6. Make an Open Atmosphere within Groups

Let's take a look at these individually with the 
operations of a fire department in mind. Consider 
these points from the Chief down to the newest 
firefighter, and how everyone plays a roll in their 
success. 

Diversify Intelligence Sources.   Intelligence 
in the fire service could be considered anything 
from knowledge of your first due, current or new 
products and tools, theory on specific strategy and 
tactics, to specific firefighter capabilities and 
how certain building products act when exposed to 
fire. In short it's any of the information that we 
need to do our jobs.

An example used in the paper was the use of human 
intel coupled with photographs of buildings to 
gather intelligence on enemy actions. 

In the fire service, we need to take what we can 
see from sources like photographs or articles, 
and add information provided by our personnel 
in the streets. Using a building as an example, 
we may know it looks ugly from a fire standpoint 
from driving by, but it's only an assumption based 
on our previously held ideas. If we listen to what 
another shift has to say about what they saw on an 
EMS run to the same place, we can add additional 
information to what we already know. This may 
support and strengthen our previous information, 
or it may challenge it.

Information could be gathered from other sources 
as well, such as the police department or EMS. They 
may know about issues at a particular location 
that we may have never considered. We need to make 
sure that the lines of communication are open with 
other agencies so we are all able to see the big 
picture. 

On other subjects, such as SOP development or 
specific tactics like hose loads, we should be 
able to look at other agencies and evaluate 

their operations, have discussions with them, 
and consider the viability of their tactics 
for use within our own departments. Again, 
it may strengthen in-place policy, or it may 
challenge it. If it challenges it, we know that 
we must investigate further so that we can draw 
conclusions that will lead to effective tactics 
moving forward. 

There is plenty of information out there. Our 
challenge is to break down our long held ideas 
enough to be able to look at them critically and to 
consider outside ideas for our own application.

Avoid Mirror Image.  This idea has to do with only 
seeing something from your own perspective. 

So, when evaluating ideas on such things as 
strategies, tactics and operating procedures, 
we need to be able to look at them from other 
perspectives and recognize that there may be 
several different ways to accomplish the same 
thing. 

Kobayashi gave several ideas on how to avoid the 
challenges created by mirror imaging. 



First was role playing.  So, take a policy on 
accountability or command structure for example. 
There are many ways to run accountability on 
a fire-ground, and there are several command 
structure systems that are commonly utilized.

If we take the easy way out here, it's simple to say, 
"That will never work for us." The reality is, how 
do you know? Is it just because you are comfortable 
with what you have always done? Or is it because it 
challenges what you've always believed?

As research is completed and released, we learn 
more about the human mind and how it works, 
especially under pressure and during crisis 
response.  We learn that there is a lot of 
information that is dumped during the crisis 
event. 

So look at accountability. When a structure 
collapses on the fire ground, will we remember 
that Jim and Pete swapped shifts this tour? Will 
we remember that the first two arriving engines 
arrived out of order because one was out getting 
fuel?  

It's difficult to say, but research shows that much 
of that information won't be immediately recalled 
when responding to the crisis event. 

So with that in mind, when we look at trying new 
approaches to our procedures, it's best to try them 
in a non-crisis situation. Role playing or table 
topping are a great way for us to do this. 

Recently, I attended a conference where we did just 
that. Table topping responses with fire officers 
from all over the country. What I learned was that 
some of the ideas that I held as true in my mind 
were not, and might not work the way I thought they 
would. Ideas I would have utilized on incidents had 
I not put them into action in a realistic table top 
exercise and realized their ineffectiveness. 

Kobayashi's second idea was consulting with 
outside experts. On occasion we need to realize 
that there are others who might have significantly 
more expertise and information on a topic than we 
do. While their environment and or operations may 
be a bit different, their information and ideas may 
be solid. 

We need to first be able to place our egos aside for 
the benefit of everyone, and hear them out. Then 
we should be able to take that information and 
apply it to our situations in a meaningful way. It 
may not always be a good fit but we can not dismiss 
them simply because they are not us. 

Thirdly, he mentioned taking clues from 
historical precedents.  One of the big challenges 
we face in the fire service is learning from our 
past mistakes.  These mistakes over the years have 
often been paid for through property loss, injury 
and death. Many of them are made over and over. 

We must be able to take a critical look at our 
operations, comparing them to the lessons learned 
by others so that we can prevent future losses 
within our own agencies. 

We do this by reading articles or talking with 
others about their incidents, by reading the 
reports put out about line of duty injuries and 
deaths, and by attending seminars on the topics. 

We need to then look critically at what we do and 
develop ideas and strategies on how we might avoid 
these same issues in our operations. 

Make Objective Estimates On Capabilities.  
Historically, many leaders have overestimated 
their abilities, resulting in catastrophic losses 
when faced with an enemy or event that quickly 
escalates and overtakes their capabilities. 

The Battle of the Little Bighorn is a great example 
of how leaders overestimated their capability 
while underestimating the capabilities of the 
American Indian tribes camped along the Little 
Big Horn River. 

The inability to see the forest from the trees 
resulted in strategic and tactical errors which 
set the stage for catastrophic losses. 

We've all done this on a smaller scale when we're 
in a burning building and command has requested 
us to evacuate. Inevitably, we argue our desire 
to stay. However, once we submit and exit the 
building, we see there was no way we'd have done 
what we thought we could do. 

As well, at a command or administrative level, 
Chiefs' often believe that their departments 

are far more squared away and capable than they 
actually are. This too can result in the loss of 
property and injury or death.

In his article, Kobayashi writes about how 
what are often invisible factors really decide 
the outcome of events. Factors such as moral 
and motivation, quality of leadership, actual 
tactical ability of commanders, flexibility of 
command structure, training and discipline of the 
troops, and the quality of their intelligence and 
organizational doctrine.

I think just by reading those topic areas, one 
can begin to see how they might apply to the 
fire service. They are mostly intangibles, but 
anyone who has spent any amount of time in a fire 
department, career or volunteer, knows their 
importance to success. 

Morale and motivation are very high on the list, 
if not at the top. If your personnel don't want to 
be there and are not motivated to do the job, you'll 
have limited success with your initiatives.  

Quality of leadership and tactical ability of 
commanders. Let's look at this as company officers 
and above. If these officers do not have solid 
skill sets, it's hard for them to make the correct 
decisions on what strategy and tactics to employ, 
and it's equally hard for their subordinates to 
follow their lead and believe in their decisions. 

Quality of leadership is one of the biggest 
challenges facing the fire service at the moment. 
It's one that we have to look at and address by 
developing innovative ways to grow our leaders 
from the moment they join the service. 

Flexibility of command structure. Developing 
systems that will work effectively on incidents 
is not something that can simply be done on paper. 
It must have buy in from leadership and the rank 
and file.  It also needs to have familiarity, which 
requires frequent implementation and practice.

By having a system in place that is constantly 
utilized, personnel will develop a level of comfort 
that allows it to become second nature. So when 
an incident requires the system to grow or become 
flexible, their resources can concentrate on that 
part of the operation and not the implementation 
of the system itself. 



Training and discipline of the troops.  Training 
and tactical discipline of our personnel is of the 
utmost importance. Having members who know their 
jobs inside and out, allows us to concentrate on 
the situation at hand, instead of the components 
making up individual tasks being employed to 
mitigate the event. 

The understanding of fire-ground tactics needed 
to carry out those strategies, as well as, the 
individual skills needed to carry out the various 
tactics, are key components to developing tactical 
discipline. That discipline is what can make or 
break an operation. 

Doctrine. Whether it be at the departmental, shift 
or company level, doctrine has a significant effect 
on operations. Doctrine should be developed by the 
department leaders. If it's not, it will certainly 
be developed by its members. 

The principles and core values of an organization 
are far too valuable to be left to chance. We have 
all seen areas where department leaders have left 
members to their own devices on these issues. We've 
seen where leadership has failed, and contrary 
opinions and value systems have taken a hold. It's 
quite difficult to regain ground when it's lost to a 
divergent set of values or theories. 

Leaders are most effective when they have made 
expectations clear, and follow the doctrine they 
espouse. 

Be Open Minded. Lack of imagination has been sited 
as a key component to failure in such events as 
Pearl Harbor, The Attacks on 9/11 and the responses 
to events such as Hurricane Katrina. We should be 
willing to realize that there are things that we 
don't know we don't know.

On this topic, Kobayashi cites utilization of 
the devil's advocate, role-playing and deferred 
judgment as ways to ensure that we are really 
putting all options on the table. 

Hear out the devil's advocate and listen to 
their opposing view point. Their perspective and 
experience may be telling them something you've 
yet to consider. 

Table topping out of the ordinary responses allows 
us to get creative in thinking about unusual 
possibilities and how we might respond to such 
incidents. 

Deferred judgment simply means not rushing to 
judgment when an idea is presented. Allow for the 
idea to be presented, look at it objectively, and 
then determine its usefulness. The main point here 
is to create an environment where your personnel 
feel they can up channel information and ideas 
without being intimidated or having the fear of 
reprisal. 

Kobayashi's conclusion is that a combination of 
group and individual thinking allows for the most 
effective results. 

Overcome Sectionalism. "It's not about me, it's 
about we and we are here for them." Getting your 
entire department on the same page is of paramount 
importance to your overall success. 

When shifts or companies are allowed to go in their 
own direction, we allow the department to become 
sectionalized. That often creates an 'us vs. them' 
mentality, which is detrimental to the mission. 

Some ways to prevent sectionalism within your 
department include regular updates on projects, 
regular informational meetings, and briefings 
with shift commanders and departmental officers. 
On the external side we can look at such things as 
routine interactions with our response partners 
and unified command operations. 

Make An Open Atmosphere Within Groups. Very 
often, leaders fail their subordinates because 
they aren't truly invested in them.  There may be 
systems set up where people can bring forth ideas, 
however they haven't really created a system that 
allows for effective use of the ideas, or that 
encourages their members to do so.

Many leaders will say that they have such a 
system in place, but often don't realize that they 
are actually the ones who are inhibiting their 
members from bringing forth new ideas due to their 
reactions or lack of response to them. 

No one wants to be made a fool of, or made to feel 
that their ideas are of less value than those of 
others. Nor do they want their ideas to continually 
fall on deaf ears. 

Occasionally, leaders have to take a step back 
and realize that their actions are the ones truly 
limiting their organization's ability to continue 
moving forward. 

Nurturing an open culture within a department is 
very often challenging and almost always rests 
upon Chief officers' abilities to place ego aside 
for the forward evolution of their department. 

In an article titled 'Analysis of Failure: Pearl 
Harbor, 9/11, Hurricanes Katrina and Rita', Carl J. 
Jensen III lists several common conclusions found 
to be major contributing factors to the outcomes 
of each of these incidents.

Like Kobayashi's article they have direct 
parallels to the fire service. 

Jensen's conclusions are as follows;

1. Lack of imagination/creativity

2. Failure to gain a comprehensive strategic 
understanding of the threat

3. Inability or unwillingness to share 
information/cooperate

4. Failure to plan/train

5. Failure to act decisively

Again, just by looking at this list, you can see 
where these easily apply to the fire service. It's 
imperative that from the recruit to the Chief we 
learn not only from the tragic events that other 
departments have endured, but also from historic 
events in our national and world history. 

We repeatedly see how not heeding the lessons 
of history, as well as poor awareness of what is 
happening around us, leads us on a journey through 
precursor events often culminating in tragedy.

Learning from history is not just about reading 
books, articles or reports. It's about having 
a mindset that allows you to learn from them. 
It's about taking the information presented, 
interpreting it, and applying it to your situation 
in a way that will work for your organization so 
that the events might never occur again. 

Of course, it is impossible to prevent all 
situations from ever recurring, but in those 
instances we must have taken the steps to be 
educated, prepared and flexible enough to respond 
in a meaningful way and gain the upper hand as 

quickly and efficiently as possible. 

There are many ways to do this, but a few good ones 
can be gleaned from an article called 'Management 
Lessons From Pearl Harbor, How To Ready 
Assistants For Unexpected Challenges', written by 
Nate Nickel. They are as follows:

1. Create Leadership Academies

2. Support Professional Development

3. Take Time to Mentor

I'll add a few more that I think are just as 
important:

1. Leave egos at the door.

2. Nurture an open culture which allows for input 
and creative thinking. 

3. Be responsive and interactive with 
subordinates.

4. Don't micromanage, and allow your personnel to 
live up to their potential.

5. Acknowledge and publicly praise your personnel 
for jobs well done. 

6. Do not waiver from your core values.

There are many ways to prepare your department 
and personnel for success when responding to 
critical situations. However, development of 
personnel, development of a team, and development 
of a culture that is professional, flexible, and 
adaptive are key components.

Taking the time to study and learn from those 
who've gone before us and not allowing our egos 
to prevent us from taking appropriate action are 
probably the most important of all. 

Honor those who have gone before us, not only those 
in the fire service but also those throughout our 
nation's history. Do this by learning about their 
events, reviewing their lessons learned and then 
applying those lessons, so that we might eliminate 
as much loss as possible in the future of our own 
organizations. 





Only those who will 
risk going too far, can 
possibly find out how far 
one can go. 

- T.S. Eliot



The 

Dark Art

Adam Maiers



Leadership

It has no reference of riding position. It has no 
reference of rank. Leadership is something you 
have or you do not. These skills are utilized to 
set the example of what is right and wrong. It is 
doing right no matter who is watching. If you want 
credit for everything you do and need to be pat on 
the back for doing your job, I am sorry, being a 
leader is not for you. If you create an environment 
for the ones around you to shine, with you needing 
no credit, then you possess the characteristic of a 
great leader. 

Set the example

Show up with an agenda, do not fly by the seat of 
your pants. Let your members know what the day has 
in store and stick to it. Leaders are confident, not 
wishy washy! If you ask someone to do something, 
it better be something you are doing, or have done 
yourself. Leaders do not act like they are above 
doing anything. Lead from the front. If the crew is 
doing it, so will the leader. Support the decisions 
of the department. Do not openly criticize 
anything in front of your crew. 

Professionalism 

As a firefighter, your outward appearance is 
more important than you know. The way you and 
your equipment looks may not matter to you, but, 
I assure you it matters to the ones who are on the 
outside looking in. First impressions are based on 
appearance just as much as personality. 

We all claim to be professional, but a lot of us 
don't look the part. The way our apparatus and 
uniform look really does make a statement of 
how professional we really are. It is simply 
lazy and unprofessional to have a dirty truck 
and a lackluster uniform. The first thing that 
comes to my mind when I see a firefighter with 
his pants tucked in his boots is how horribly he 
is representing a profession that I love. Get it 
together. You are a professional, look the part. 
Keep the paint looking sharp and your boots like a 
mirror and don't forget the appearance of anything 
in between. As a leader, professionalism and 
appearance start with you. 

Emergency situations

Have assignments before an emergency and stick to 
them. Train nonstop on them, so when you get a call 

you can lead and not dictate. Your members should 
be trained by their leader to a level that they 
will know what you want done without you saying 
it. Ask yourself if the service you are giving is 
the same level you would want given to the person 
you love the most. Adjust accordingly, and train 
on it. Train everyday, and, as a leader, if they are 
training so are you. Your gear gets put on just 
like theirs! 

Documentation

This is the part where you are going to have to 
separate professional and personal relationships. 
If you can not separate friendship and leadership, 
this is not your calling. Document everything. 
I like to document bad and good. I do not just 
document disciplinary issues. I love each of my 
members, and I want them publicly recognized for 
doing something well. I have had, in my time as an 
officer, 11 of my subordinates promote. Written 
referrals of them going above and beyond were a 
great help for their scoring placement.

Discipline your crew when needed and document the 
conversation. Also document the good they do. Both 
being documented will help in their advancement. 
Furthermore, documentation, no matter the 
purpose (reports, staffing, personnel or any other 
paperwork), is not an excuse to not be on the floor 
with your men. You are their leader. LEAD THEM! 

Acting as an officer

I hate this term. You are not acting! YOU ARE AN 
OFFICER! You just do not hold the rank. Do not 
let this affect you. Act the same as if you were 
promoted. Do the same actions as above. Something 
I would like to point out that for me, the hardest 
transition from driver to officer was gaining 
respect as their leader. 

Act like an officer even if you are just covering 
the position. Trust me! Your actions are already 
being judged by your brothers. They are feeling out 
what to expect when you do promote. Take advantage 
of this opportunity. Lead from the front, do not act 
better than your crew, teach them everything you 
know, and follow the advice above. This will pave a 
road for when you do promote that will allow your 
transition to be a breeze. 

Good luck to everyone. Show your crew that you are 
human just like them, that you respect them, and 
that you expect the same respect back.  And always 
be a professional. Leaders are mentors and mentors 
are listeners! 

Notes On

Leadership

Howard  Rinewalt



A Letter To     
Management       

Dustin Miller

Let me start this by saying that I in no way 
have things figured out or have all the answers 
for the things that I believe are ailing today's 
American fire service. I do, however, want to take 
a moment to address some things that I have both 
experienced and witnessed in my short 12 years in 
the fire service. 

I want to address the management. I use the term 
management intentionally because I believe 
leadership happens and is needed at every level. 
'Management' I am using to qualify a group of 
individuals who have chosen to be in a position of 
authority. Those who have decided that they want 
to be responsible for a crew, a shift, a division, or 
a department. For now however, I want to address a 
specific group: The Company Officer.

Whether you are a seasoned company officer, 
newly promoted, looking at promoting in the 
future, or anywhere in between, I'm hoping that 
there is something offered here that can help 
you be successful. Because, despite what you may 
believe or have been told, it's not easy to meet the 
expectations of the people in your charge.   

I am not an officer, and have little desire to be 
one for the foreseeable future. I genuinely love 
the part of this job that I get the opportunity to 
do, and because of that, I have a vested interest 
in my officer's success in fostering my ability 

to provide the highest level of service to my 
community. So, with all of that being said, I'd like 
to address the company officers from a perspective 
that you may not have had in an open and honest 
forum...that of the one who is counting on you.

Let's start with a question: Throughout your 
agency, would your current crew be your number 
one choice if your kid, your spouse, or your 
parent's life was depending on them? And to take 
it further, would you trust EVERY member of your 
crew above anyone else to make it happen? 

If not, then you should be asking yourself why 
that is. If your answer is no to either of those 
questions, recognize first that that is on your 
shoulders because every single person that your 
firehouse responds to has that exact expectation 
of your crew: that you brought the absolute BEST 
group of people to save or care for their loved 
ones. You either meet that expectation or you 
fail.  You have a massive responsibility and there 
is only one way to ensure that you don't let your 
citizens or your crew down, and that's to lead your 
people through consistent WORK.

I have heard countless times, both from both my 
company and chief officers that their number one 
responsibility is to make sure I go home at the end 
of the day. Respectfully, that's bullshit and a cop-
out.

Your job (as we see it) is to make sure that you 
have given us every opportunity, every tool, and 
every bit of your time necessary to ensure that we 
have the training and knowledge we need to be able 
to make smart decisions and fulfill the mission. 

Your greatest responsibility lies in the 
preparation, not the emergency. And to make things 
easier for you I'll even let you in on a little 
secret: we actually like to work. 

When we raised our right hand and took that oath, 
I can assure you that sitting in the recliners, 
playing Xbox, or fucking around on our cell 
phones was not what we were jacked about. It was 
riding on the big red fire engine with lights and 
sirens, showing up with people counting on us, 
and going to work. We didn't dream about being a 
mediocre firefighter, or just an okay medic. We 
envisioned rolling up like a badass and making 
good shit happen (Tory). 

You hear all throughout the fire service that we 
are a bunch of Type A personalities, but we aren't 
being led like Type A personalities. One of (in 
my opinion) the best characteristics of Type A's 
is our need to conquer. To prove. To EARN our way. 
Pride has no evidence in laziness. Pride is built, 
and nothing gets built without work. Have you 
ever noticed that the bitching about training (or 
bitching in general) stops once the training, aka 
work, starts?

This leads me to my next observation. The good 
old 'Expectations' talk. You know the one, the one 
where you walk in and hand your new crew the list 
of expectations now that you are the new Boss in 
charge. That same list of expectations that never 
seems to see the light of day again, even when 
those expectations aren't being met. 

Now don't get me wrong, I am an absolute believer 
in having clear expectations and I would even 
tell you that that's EXACTLY what we want. But 
allow me to caution you with this: The most 
effective and most important expectations are 
the ones set through sweat equity, not pen and 
paper. Regardless of the intent, if not balanced 
by performance driven standards, set through 
drilling with your people, this list will be viewed 
as nothing more than 'low hanging fruit'. 

Here's the reality. We know we are supposed to show 
up on time, ready to go, shaved, etc. Don't ignore 
those things of course, but if you're breaking 
your go getter's stones over their unpolished 

boots and some scruff while ignoring your slug's 
consistent under performance, this will create 
some significant animosity and push back. And 
rightfully so in my opinion. If you only pick the 
low hanging fruit, you can expect everything out 
of arms reach to rot your whole tree from inside 
out. 

What you have to decide as an officer, is what kind 
of officer do you want to be? There is a falsehood 
that is rampant in the fire service and that is, 
"You don't have to respect the person, but you 
have to respect the position." False. No we don't. 
The only thing that we are required to do is to 
recognize the authority in which the position 
holds. 

The decision you have to make as my officer is 
whether you want me to follow you. I would like to 
think that if asked, every company officer worth 
their salt would say that they want their people to 
follow them, to trust them, to believe in them. 

There is only one road to that followership, and 
it's paved with commitment, humility, consistency, 
and work. 

If you want to know what kind of an officer you 
are, ask yourself this: "Who is asking to come work 
for you?" Is it people that come in and sit in the 
recliner, watch TV, play video games, do their side 
jobs, and talk about everything except the job? 

Or are they the go getters in your department? The 
people who strive and train and practice and go to 
training on their own and are students of the job? 

The harsh reality is (as one of my mentors Aaron 
says) LIKE breeds LIKE. The people that you draw 
towards you are typically a direct reflection of 
your leadership and their view of you. Do they just 
like you as a person or do they respect you as an 
officer?  If you are a new officer, you have a very 
small window to set the tone for your crew. If you 
miss that window, it's a hard road to correct. 

I will finish with this; As company officers, 
I respect the decision you made and hope that 
you made it for the right reason. Because if 
you want to be a good one, you have just signed 
up for a job that carries an incredible amount 
of responsibility and is going to require an 
unbelievable amount of your time, energy, and 
fortitude.



You not only have taken on a vital role in our 
development and success, but you have taken on 
ensuring that the traditions that have made the 
fire service what it is today continue on. 

Trust your people but don't assume anything. 
Verify your people's abilities through training 
and practice and once you've done that, turn them 
loose and watch them perform. Remember, we want to 
show you we can be trusted to be in position and do 
good shit. 

Don't underestimate the importance of the 
followers. We are where service gets delivered. You 
are there to ensure that the level in which that 
service is being provided is the absolute best.  

Lastly, the little things you do make a massive 
difference. I saw a picture posted on a FB post 
from a firehouse in Charlotte that summed this 
very thing up. It was a picture of a newly promoted 
Officer, Captain Brown, washing dishes. Not just a 
few dishes, an unbelievable amount of dishes. 

In the city of Charlotte, their newly promoted 
officers swing until they get their official 
assignment. Well, wash duty is decided by a good old 
game of cards in which the station makes sure that 
if they have a swing guy in for the tour, that guy's 
gonna lose, 100% of the time. 

Of course, they made sure to use every dish in the 
kitchen just to make it interesting. The caption 
stated, "Welcome R/C Brown, you are not Capt. 
Smith." And there was newly promoted Capt. Brown 
with a big smile on his face washing every dish. 

Captain Brown had a choice to make. He could have 
pulled rank and had someone else do it.  Or he could 
take it in stride, exercise some humility, and 
understand that this is nothing more than a test. 
What kind of leader is he going to be? His response 
to that small event was going to be a major 
defining point of how his people viewed him. It was 
a test of character. 

The little things matter. 

If you made it this far, then thank you for your 
attention, and I'm humbled that you are willing to 
listen to someone probably much more junior than 
most of you. I hope it was worth your while, and you 
found some value in what my experiences have shown 
me. 

At the end of the day, I want the best crew, the 
best captain, in the best battalion providing the 
best service. And quite simply, that doesn't happen 
without you.

'The little 
things you do 
make a massive 
difference'
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Take calculated risks. 
That is quite different 
from being rash.

-George Patton



Stuck In     
The Middle    With You

As not to sound as averse as the title: no one is 
truly stuck in the middle as a fire officer. Many 
of us whom have promoted in a formal process made 
an independent decision to move up the chain 
based on a number of indexes including salary, 
leadership strengths, career challenge, and 
technical merit. 

However, this article is meant to represent so 
many of us nationwide who are labeled as 'middle 
management' in the fire service and sometimes feel 
our voices are not represented. So many articles 
are dedicated to motivating the firefighter 
for better service or how to be the best company 
officer or department fire chief. 

In the center is this odd group where there 
seems to be little opinion and conversation. 
With that said, I fully admit to not functioning 
in the management fire chief's role yet in my 
career. With the future looking bright, however, 
in conversation with many battalion chiefs, 
assistant chiefs, and captains who can function in 
the middle, I have ascertained that some friction 
is created for us from superiors who perhaps have 
not defined or understood the importance of our 
position in the organization. 

This article is a way of sharing the fact that 
you are not alone 'in the middle', and my hope is 
that a few chiefs may read it and begin to ask the 
organizational questions to determine if we are 
actually tasking our staff to the level of their 
positions and abilities. 

Also, to eliminate some length of content, we will 
not get into the discussion of fire ground duties 
for battalion chiefs, acting battalion chiefs, or 
assistant chiefs, as it is very clear that you may 
lead or retain command of an incident, or perhaps 
be relegated to other duties such as safety, or 

perhaps a divisional assignment. We can cover some 
of this ground another day.

First, the definition of middle management 
in several cited documents appears to be 'a 
subordinate of executive management who is 
responsible for a minimum of two tiers of junior 
staff below them.' Further, we are 'held to 
technical, strategic, and human resource related 
domain areas in alliance with top management 
planning.'

Alarmingly, in reading several articles from 
business journals, it is stated time and time again 
that middle management is first to be downsized 
due to cost and opinion that we are an unnecessary 

layer of leadership and communication that can be 
eliminated to 'flatten' the organizational design 
slightly for speed and efficiency. Keep in mind 
this is private industry, and although has some 
similarities to public service we are not 'profit' 
oriented and therefor might be a different animal. 

As a primer for those considering moving into 
middle management, please keep in mind that you 
have two internal groups to coordinate and one 
exterior stakeholder to consider. 

Internally, you have the shift below with needs 
and the executive chiefs above with expectations. 
And, like any tier of the organization, we have the 
citizen stakeholder who, in my opinion, is my most 
important index of satisfaction to whether I have 
met my obligations.

Let's begin to outline a number of the issues and 
areas of job stress for the chosen fire officers in 
the middle. Again, this is a compiled list from many 
sources and has no department or municipal label 
involved. These can be Anytown Fire Department and 
either volunteer or career leadership issues:

1.) Strategic planning/vision/direction: 
It has been proven time and time again, that 
employees in middle management who have been 
given clear goals and timelines are far more 
productive towards the cause than if left to 
randomly comprehend where the organization might 
be going. The middle tier should be able to be the 
spokesman for the direction that the upper level 
is taking, and be the trumpet for the positive 
changes to come. There must be a consistent 
message from the leadership staff. The goal should 
be to include and build a 'management team' with 
strong communication and cooperation to guide 
the fire department through what are certainly 
challenging times to say the least. Without this 
type of direction and cooperation, your middle 
managers are playing 'ground hog day' with their 
careers. If you can understand the metaphor from 
the movie then enough said. Sell us the vision, 
because we want to see the horizon.

2.) Policy, directive, and procedure savvy 
knowledge: The majority of our day to day 
routines and decision making should be driven by 
guidelines of some type, of which the expectation 
is that we should understand and be able to 

practically recite if needed. The promotional 
process is often built around testing and 
knowledge of our written standards. As the group 
most likely to instate orders both on and off 
the fire ground, we should be actively involved 
in tailoring and editing our rules to make them 
achievable. From the standpoint of managing 
the street, we most likely find the flaws or 
pin holes that exist in policy and can provide 
the needed input in place of blanket policies 
from above, policies that may or may not have 
had significant thought and development put 
into them.  Management can write any policy or 
directive they like, but if it's not practical or 
applied, it's just another slice of paper or another 
PDF document in a file that is never truly adopted.  
Ask for input from us. We may surprise you with 
our ideas and approaches. At our level, hopefully 
we have technical merit in areas that may clarify 
directives if needed. 

3.) Engaged in active leadership and 
management learning: We clearly understand 

the need for the rank and file to train each and 
every day for the dangerous work we engage, but 
for whatever reason, seldom do we push active 
learning and development for the middle. Should 
there not also be an expectation of improvement 
of leadership and supervisory skills, as well as 
our fire ground command presence? Should we not 
actively discuss our performance, fire ground 
needs, and how to reinforce safety for the staff we 
lead? I believe it is more important for the middle 
to address our own stagnancy than to settle on the 
knowledge and skill sets we already have obtained. 
We should be making investments in our education 
and improvement so that we can surprise upper 
management with a higher level of performance 
amongst the shifts we manage or in our respective 
battalions, which utlimately reflects on the 
department as a whole. 

4.) Behavioral judgment/counseling/discipline: 
A touchy area that we are often thrust into is that 
of the first line management making sure that the 
proper activities occur and correcting behaviors 
that are wrong or unacceptable. It's not that we as 
the middle managers don't understand that we are 
in the role of supervisor, but are more often ill 
prepared or outfitted 

to dole out counseling and discipline fairly, 
equitably and legally. Have we been trained in 
when to propose charges, or how that process 
transitions from middle management to executive 
manage and, in some cases, to human resources for 
further action and or termination? Has a process 
been designed that is fair to the employee but at 
the same time protects the values and principles 
of being in our organization?       

Chiefs should not place their sacred supervisors 
in a position to be hung out to dry because of a 
bad employee who just never receives appropriate 
discipline. If that is acceptable, then why have 
a counseling system or, for that matter, any code 
of conduct at all? Without this system, chaos will 
ensue and staff will feel free to do as they like, 
and this further disarms middle management as 
being able to change behaviors. Sometime we will 
have to deal with a difficult or troubled employee. 
We should be educated on how to package this for 
you and protect the department legally. 

Floyd Wise



5.) Dynamic organization momentum: I came 
up with a fancy term for a group of very driven, 
eager firefighters, or perhaps junior officers, 
who want to develop their department by any means 
necessary and for the right reasons.  For a shift 
leader and battalion commander, this is often an 
amazing, self-driven group who never ceases to 
impress us. However, if we as the middle managers 
lag behind, their force of forward thinking and 
momentum will overrun us and relegate us as a 
silent voice.  Inevitably, this will lead to stress 
and frustration by the boss who may resort to 
negative behaviors in order to stop or halt the 
forward progress. Typically, this seems to occur 
again when the boss has not been given 'the plan,' 
or truly is being the cart behind the horse. My 
belief is that we want to see our departments 
succeed as much as anyone. However, we want the 
opportunity to be in the know, out front, and 
helping our well trained staff give excellent care 
to the public each day so the team succeeds.

6.) Chain of command communications: One of 
the more common complaints I encounter is that the 
'middle guy' isn't in the line of communication. In 
today's modern technology world of communication 
methods, and understanding span of control, I 
would think that department chiefs can only 
manage so many subordinates. Wouldn't it be far 
more effective to speak to the middle and then let 
us carry or introduce the messages to the minions 
more easily? Okay, I do understand this adds a 
layer to the communications chain, but being that 
we constantly rely on a paramilitary structure, 
should our communication not also follow the same 
standard? 

In this realm, there may be caveats such as a 
certain firehouse needing a repair and a direct 
contact from management to the firehouse on the 
toilet that needs the flush fixed may not have to 
go through the battalion chief. However, when it 
comes to the day to day street operations, how is 
it effective to not include that district chief or 
battalion chief to make some decisions or correct 
course? Likewise, I would think the information 
and communication should channel up to the top. 
I probably can not think of a departmental chief 
that would prefer his staff contact the town 
manager or mayor before him. Chiefs should openly 
communicate and give us clear communication to 
reinforce that we are a 'management team.'

7.) Ability to voice concern or make change up 
the chain as well as downward in the organization 
(Meta Leadership): As a quick definition, meta 
leadership basically states that we not only 
change behaviors down, but we have influence above 
and laterally with peers as well. So, not only do 

the management chiefs need to function, and at 
times be led by our concepts, but our peers who 
function at our level should align to work with us 
as well for consistency. 

Without our influence being felt upward, then 
what is our buy in to positive momentum? If 
the organization is 100 percent, 'you will do 
as you're told' (which it absolutely can be), 
then you will stifle any positive motivation 
towards contributing to the department that we 
individually serve.

One clear example is that of policy and directive 
development. Clearly, orders come from above, as 
stated earlier, and at some point the middle's job 
is to defend well developed policies and planned 
directives. You will notice that I prefaced with 
'well-developed and planned.' With that being said, 
management develops policy and directive as a 
framework for decision making in many instances. 
We, in the middle, often use the tools of policy, 
procedure, etc. day to day for both emergency and 
nonemergency decision making. If poor policy is 
developed, we will be the ones to uncover it rather 
quickly. If it is unrealistic, we will find out the 
hard way by not meeting required benchmarks.

The question then becomes, can we legitimately 
voice changes to make it realistic, and will 
our superiors allow our participation to make 
it more on target? Before we launch grand, 
sweeping changes, all middle management should 
have a chance to read, edit, and perhaps lobby if 
declarations do not add up. Once again, we are 
then given a golden opportunity to work at our 
ascended level to better the organization, while 
cooperatively helping the fire chiefs establish 
better work practices as a team.

8.) Direct and immediate involvement in 
accident and injury investigations: Okay, so 
assuming we were to organize and standardize 
the middle guys into a collective team, then 
what better group to serve along with other 
committed department members to find root causes 
of accident, injury, and unfortunately a death. 
If we in the middle have been empowered with our 
authority, clear direction, and a common view, 
then don't we owe it to our men and our managers to 
make sure that whatever circumstances have led 
to a disaster are avoided at whatever cost in the 
future? Collectively, our thoughts and opinions 
can most likely uncover what occurred in the 
event, and then generate a very clear training 
document which outlines our desire to see risk 
avoided and problems solved. Now, this is not to 
say there should not be involvement from safety 
committees, ISO, HSO, or company officers in this
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process, however, the middle management must be 
involved. Heaven forbid, and be it unfathomable, 
that anyone in the middle would ever develop the 'I 
can't change this' attitude when it comes to staff 
being injured or lost.

9.) Major event planning: One of the responses 
that was brought to my attention, and at first 
struck me as odd, was that of major event planning, 
and involvement of the "middle guy." The more I 
thought about this, and the details of potential 
responses, the more I could align with an event 
occurring and the middle manager being along for 
the ride so to speak. When I speak of major events, I 
am not referring to the town carnival (although it 
would be important to understand) but more large 
scale, complex, expanding incident type stuff.  If 
a major disaster were to strike a municipality, 
we, middle managers, should be both involved and 
knowledgable about how the department should be 
reacting and mitigating issues.

10.)   Program and budget development: Since 
we would prefer to be involved as organizational 
prognosticators, having chosen the path of the 
leader by promotion, we find there is much more to 
being out front then just the day to day actions. 
Preferably, we should be tasked or involved in 
areas like community risk assessments, program 
needs analysis, and budget or finance allocations 
that lead to success in given areas. While 
completing my fire officer III program recently, 
several of my skill and task stations involved 
just that, so it seems likely that is it relevant 
knowledge for my position in middle management. 
Again, with consideration of upward movement 
and perhaps desire to become a management chief 
someday, should we not be cutting our teeth, so 
to speak, so that when that day comes we have a 
management reference point to the community 
needs and spending to achieve success?  We often 
are asked to provide suggestions on spending or 
repairs, but if we have no reference to budget 
status or education on the realistic availability 
of funds, are we not just going through the 
motions, only to be told we'll have to wait for a 
future budget cycle? Perhaps in meetings part 
of our current and updated knowledge spectrum 
should be the status of the budget and capital 
project planning. What if we are suddenly tasked to 
perform at that next level and we have to present 
the excuse, "Well I never had any exposure to 
budget creation or amendment." Once again, this is 
a common thread in ownership and involvement down 
the chain.

This is only a small portion of the potential ways 
we could expand our roles and responsibilities 

within our fire departments. While developing 
this article, I wanted to avoid it becoming a 
written rant session. Often, we get involved in 
negative chains of thought (which sometimes get 
put to paper) that do not contribute or lead to 
any permanent solutions or outcomes.  Really, 
what I am about to state as my opinion is not 
groundbreaking, and certainly has been discussed 
in hundreds of articles, both public and private, 
from people who are much more astute leaders 
than I am. So, for a moment, I will speak as the 
mouth piece, a representative for many national 
colleagues who advocate on behalf of getting 
involved and potentially expanding our roles in 
nontraditional ways. 

Can we achieve some common sense leadership 
based on taking those as the top and those in the 
middle and calling them a "management team?" A 
significant point, which has been stated so many 
times within our department, is: Are we not wearing 
the same uniform and should we not be working 
towards a professional, high quality organization 
with community involvement?

I know for myself, I take my privilege to lead a 
really fantastic shift very seriously, but more 
I seek the challenge to adjust to new job skill at 
my promoted level, and beside leaving a lasting 
change and impact to my shift, leave a lasting 
change in our mission and programs. 

I have heard it said time and time again, "Leave it 
better than you found it." If we are not permitted 
to be part of the heavy lifting of leaving it 
better, then surely we will express frustration 
and ultimately this will cause us to lose focus and 
motivation to do what is needed in our position.  
Understand that at many levels ego enters the 
picture and darkens already murky water, and 
works as a boat anchor tied to our progression. 

Ego continuously works to undue teams and reduce 
mission effectiveness.  Speaking honestly, I know 
a dose of humility hurts no one, myself more than 
any. It is understood that to be a good leader, 
one must also understand how to follow, and as 
battalion chiefs, assistant chiefs, or district 
chiefs, we are willing to follow and maintain 
loyalty to our departments. However, it makes it 
much more difficult when confronted with blurry 
mission visions or just a general feeling of 
disrespect. 

It must be reinforced that we are ranked in the 
middle and ultimately only have control of our 
attitudes, approaches, appearance, and examples

to the men and women from our shifts or platoons 
who look to us daily to be in front and to hear 
their concerns. We have an oath to the public, 
but we as professional fire officers also have a 
sworn oath to our staff to prepare and mentor them 
in spite of what may occur above, good or bad.  I 
have been as guilty as any for negative thoughts 
leaching and tapping my leadership strength, and 
placing me on questionable ground in front of my 
personnel. 

Fire officers: make a solemn promise each day to 
attempt to stay on track for yourself, and for your 

subordinates. You still have a tremendous depth 
of influence with your people if you nurture those 
human relationships. You still have the true power 
to engage the public on the street and to make a 
significant difference in their lives. At the same 
time, whenever given an opportunity by senior 
chiefs, no matter a pleasant or hostile relation, 
step up and take a courageous stand for the better.  
We must not lose sight of the big picture of why 
being a fire officer is important and the public 
who surely depends on us. 

Keep progressing, keep focused.
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I suppose someone can look at this from a different 
perspective than I am, but what I see are two of 
Erie's Bravest doing whatever it takes flawlessly.

Only a special few would recognize this at a 
glance, as many wouldn't pay attention to the 
details like these fine gentlemen are. Good habits 
and muscle memory begin long before the bell goes 
off, but there's more to it than that.

Purchasing decent tools and taking care of them 
is a good start. Every detail tells a story and 
we've emphasized that for a while now. Recently, 
we've showed you that a spur or chip in the metal 
can make a difference as to whether or not you can 
set the adz or fork between the door and the jamb. 
Keep in mind this applies to every instrument 
regardless of quality and purpose. Thick three-
piece bars (welded / riveted) or "gimmicky" tools 
that advertise they can be also be used as eating 
utensils don't even belong on the rig in the 
first place. Not to digress, but there are so many 
variations on the market today.

Don't be so quick to use the rabbit tool or hydra-
ram in every instance, but before I go any further, 
I'll remind those that need it that there is a 
difference. We should all be familiar with their 
respective history, which is more applicable for 
the task at hand, and lastly, the reasoning behind 
it. A wise man once said that you need to learn how 
to use the irons before you use the hydraulic tools, 
and I wholeheartedly believe him.

We demand that the newest members get to know 
every tool on the apparatus, but why is it that 
we typically neglect its use in every aspect? Is 
it Pride? Fear? Laziness? In any case, no excuse 
is acceptable. If you're not comprehending how 
this is relevant, just ask your fire service 
friends and shift mates how long the 24' ground 
ladder on the engine is without being extended. 
Perhaps you'll have a better understanding then, 
and you'll be more aware of why it's important. 
Knowing terminology, i.e., the difference between 
the concave and bevel sides, will make it that much 
easier to communicate as well as be aware of each 
other's intentions.

Of course, it goes without saying that the skills 
you practice and instill today will prepare you 
more for tomorrow, so take advantage of every 
opportunity. Position the halligan against a door 
every now and again; unfortunately, it's not the 
same as riding a bicycle.

If you're fortunate enough to be doing the majority 
of the grunt work, keep an open mind and know when 
to go to "Plan B". Size up the door, the frame and 
its encasing. Push on it with your weight and look 
to see what locks are engaged. This action alone 
might create the gap that you need. Metal doors and 
frames, specifically, might require a little more 
finesse and convincing. If you're holding the bar 
and using the fork filled with deliciousity, it 
might be necessary to rotate the bevel side between 
the door and frame a few times.

Take a special note where the standing firefighter 
in the photo is looking if you haven't done so 
already. He's not concerned about his hands being 
hit. You could say it's because they have plenty of 
visibility, but we all know that there are ways to 
work around those "less than ideal" environments. 
Rather, the bar man is focusing on looking, 
listening, and feeling where the fork is going. 
Consider it the ABC's of forcible entry. If he’s 
looking back at the member who is striking, he’s 
obviously more anxious about what that other guy 
is doing than getting inside.  Train together, work 
together. This image, along with their action, is a 
perfect example of accomplishing a task in unison.

The striking firefighter has taken a knee to 
get into a better position. You'll be able to 
concentrate and function more smoothly with a 
stance that's relatively comfortable. Be aware 
that if the bar man is new or overly rambunctious, 
he or she is likely to demand "HIT!" a split second 
before moving the halligan. Fortunately, and 
unfortunately, more than likely that’ll only 
happen once. 

You might have also noted that the head of the 
axe is perpendicular to that of the adz. This is 
no coincidence, nor was it done by accident. The 
member hitting the halligan is less likely to 
miss (causing an injury without accomplishing 
the task) and he's driving all the force straight 
down the shaft into the fork where the fulcrum is 
needed.

The tasks that we are assigned boil down to the 
details so much more than we care to recognize. If 
you want to better yourself, pay attention to the 
little things. 

Try before ya pry...

I know these guys did.

The Devil's In                         
                  The Details    

Bill Schnaekel



The door swings open, smoke pours out.

Your mind resists, knowing you shouldn't go.

Though, it's the only thing you want to do, the only thing that must be done.

Pushing in, you're enveloped by darkness, the heat bears down. 

It's quiet, so quiet.

Feeling, listening, hoping...

The atmosphere is familiar, yet foreign.

It feels like you should know, but nothing is certain.

Deeper and deeper into the darkness, feeling, listening, hoping...

You've prepared and waited.

Now thrust into action, mind racing, thinking, recalling. 

The time has come, you've gone through the door.

Deeper and deeper into the darkness, feeling, listening, hoping...

One room, two rooms, pushing on.

Pressure builds, importance mounts, questions fog your mind.

Deeper and deeper into the darkness, feeling, listening, hoping...

Will you find what you're looking for?

Will you ever see the light, breath in the air again?

There's only one way to know.

Deeper and deeper into the darkness, feeling, listening, hoping...

The Search
Brian Bastinelli



Combating 

Institutional 

Inertia In Forcible Entry
Andrew Pristach

Institutional inertia is an amazing thing. Once 
an organization adopts a concept, standard, 
tool or tactic, it is hard to kill. And the longer 
it exists, the harder it becomes. Whether it be 
that shiny-as-the-day-it-was-made hux bar that 
has made an epic migration across every rig the 
department has ever owned, mantras like 'left for 
life,' or tactics like PPV attack that continue 
to be utilized no matter how many foundations 
they save, the Fire Service in general has an 
astounding ability to cling to the useless and the 
outdated with a compulsiveness that would make a 
hoarder blush. 

In the realm of techniques, these are often passed 
from the semi-senior to the rookie as dogma, never 
to be critically examined yet often repeated, till 
the rookie becomes senior and the cycle repeats 
itself. Any challenge to the dogma is met with 
cries of 'But that's how we've always done it!', 'It 
works for us!', 'It's a tool for the toolbox!', and 
'That's not how we were taught!' 

   Look around, and you can see institutional 
inertia at work. You can find the baggage we 
refuse to cast off in any department, discipline, 
or textbook. Many seem so benign that it is very 
tempting to leave it be. What harm could come from 
adding a few extra tools that don't fit any task 
well to the proverbial tool box? 

Here's the problem with that line of thinking. We 
claim to be professionals, career and volunteer 
alike. Myriads of t-shirts, bumper stickers and 
coffee mugs proclaim it, so it must be true. Except 
professionals study their craft. They use evidence 
to build a skill set and examine how well it works 
before refining it even further. 

So together, let's all be professional for a moment 
and take a look at some of the vestigial and sub-
par techniques we continue to pass down from one 
generation of firefighters to the next.

For the purposes of this article we will focus on 
a topic near and dear to my heart, forcible entry. 
Over my time traveling, teaching, taking classes, 
talking shop, and spelunking into the depths of 
fire forums and Facebook comments sections, I have 
seen the same poor techniques repeated over and 
over, and heard the same lousy justifications ad 
nauseum. Try as I may to do my part in stamping 
them out, it always feels like a losing battle, so 
here is my attempt to stand on a taller soapbox 
and proclaim to the world that the job matters, 
how you do it matters, and if it matters, it's worth 
critically examining how you do it.

Shocking, or Sounding, or Something

Wait, what?!? But shocking is in the New York 
Forcible Entry Reference Guide (NYFERG) and that 
thing is basically the Bible so it must work! 
Except it isn't. If you go back through it, on 
page 60, you'll find that it mentions checking 
for resistance at the top, center and bottom of 
the door to find engaged locks, and on page 67, 
battering the door to 'loosen the door to allow 
the adz to be slipped in.' Well that's basically 
shocking, right? Here we come to our first problem 
with shocking/sounding/stutter-stepping/
creasing/battering/etc/etc/etc., and that is the 
problem of ambiguity in terms. 

We have taught for so long to hit the bar on the 
door without examining why we're doing it that we 
have no idea why we're doing it anymore. Are you 
trying to loosen up the door? That's shocking. 
Or battering. Which is not to be confused with 
sounding, which is trying to locate locks. Or 
stutter-stepping, which is trying to force the door 
open using the bar as a battering ram, but we can't 
call it battering because that name is already 
taken. And don't confuse that with creasing, which 
is trying to manipulate the door skin to pull it 
away from the jamb, which seems oddly close to the 
definition of shocking/battering, but not close 
enough to be the same. 

Trying to do multiple at the same time? Too bad, 
because the location and force of each strike 
is different between each technique. See where 
students might be confused? So instead, all too 
often we just teach slamming the bar into the door. 
Some say hit with the forks, others say the adze. 
Let's clear it up a little.

First, we should do away with shocking. The 
justification for shocking is that you are ’pre-
stressing’ the lock hardware.  Unfortunately, the 
door is flexible, which absorbs most of the energy 
you are trying to impart, and the hardware is 
generally a little malleable, so it takes a fair 
amount of force without failing. Others will say 
you are 'exciting the atoms in the door,' preparing 
it to be forced. I may have failed high school 
chemistry, but I'm pretty sure atoms don't work 
that way. You might bend up the door a little, but 
generally not in a way that will be beneficial to 
your force. As for shocking with the forks, you are 
concentrating all your force on two very small, 
sharp edges. You are more likely to puncture or 
deform one very small area than transmit any 
force to the lock hardware.



Next, let's do away with sounding, too. The general 
idea is that through striking the door high, 
middle, and low, you will be able to hear and/or feel 
where the locks are. 

All three of the groups I teach with have dropped 
teaching sounding. Why? Because none of us 
can present enough evidence from our personal 
experience to say that it works with any 
regularity. 

It seems simple enough in theory, that like tapping 
on a wall till you hear a stud, you should be able 
to hear the difference in pitch when your bar hits 
over a lock. Failing that, you should be able to 
feel or see the change in resistance. The problem 
is most of the time the fireground is a very 
noisy place, and even when you can hear clearly, 
depending on the door's construction you may not be 
able to hear a difference at all. 

Solid wood doors will return roughly the same 
pitch along the length of the lock stile. When 
striking hollow metal doors, the surface you're 
striking is not necessarily in any contact with 
the lock, so it is possible that the metal at the 
front with absorb the strike without giving a 
tell. As for feeling the difference, you are only 
in contact with the door for a fraction of a second 
before the tool bounces off. You are also holding 
a large (hopefully) single piece of forged steel. 
In essence it acts as a giant tuning fork, and 
vibrations have the effect of reducing the feeling 
in your hands. The more you sound, the less your 
hands will be able to feel. 

I especially cringe seeing firefighters sound 
outward swinging doors. You are doing nothing but 
pushing the door into the jamb and will hear or 
feel no change along the length of the lock stile.

Stutter-stepping, however, does work, and for the 
same reason crap firefighters kick doors in; it 
sometimes opens the door. So why not keep shocking 
or sounding, since the door might open? Because the 
strikes high and low are nothing but wasted time 
and energy, and all the muddying of the waters does 
nothing but confuse students. If you are going to 
teach using the bar as a battering ram, call it by 
the right name and teach it the right way. 

Attacking Next To The Lock

IFSTA's Essentials of Firefighting, Jones & 
Bartlett's Fundamentals of Fire Fighter Skills, 

and the NYFERG all roughly agree on this one. 
NYFERG says to start 'approximately 6' above or 
below the lock' If there are 2 locks close together, 
go between them.' Fundamentals just says 'near the 
lock.' IFSTA's newer additions say 'just above or 
below the lock'. 

With all these books in close agreement, they have 
to be correct, right? Not really. My disagreement 
with starting close to the lock is based on what I 
believe is a fundamental misunderstanding on the 
part of much of the fire service of what Gap/Set/
Force really means. 

Could you gap right next to the lock and 
eventually gap it enough to set your bar between 
the door and the frame? Yes, but why would you? The 
lock ties the door to the frame, so right next to it 
offers the most resistance to your gap of any place 
on the door. By moving away from the lock, either 
high or low, we can use the flexibility of the door 
to our advantage. Remember that the 'Gap' step is 
only about creating space between the door and the 
frame for your tool to be set in, not forcing the 
door. 

Since creating that space further away from the 
lock is easier, why not just do that? I believe 
that much of this misunderstanding is created on 
the drill ground, using most of the commercially 
made forcible entry doors. Since the doors are 
constructed of solid pieces of steel that do not 
flex, any gap obtained is opened up the length 
of the lock stile, imparting no advantage to 
moving away from the lock. Additionally, many 
commercial door props have very limited forcing 
areas, sometimes as little as 12 inches, making it 
impossible to move away from the lock.

Gap/No Set/Force

Similar to my last point, I often see firefighters 
attempting to force the door off the gap, with 
the adz between the door and the jamb instead of 
between the door and the frame. Again, this comes 
back to improper understanding of Gap/Set/Force 
and training on unrealistic props. 

Will this technique work on a heavy steel rabbet 
or concrete filled jamb? Probably, but we 
should strive to teach to probability instead of 
possibility, and when there are better techniques 
out there, and misapplication on a wooden frame 
can seriously complicate your force, we should 
leave this tool out of the toolbox for teaching 
firemen.

Taking The Hinges

Show a picture of an outward swinging door to 
one hundred firefighters, and probably thirty 
of them will blurt out 'take the hinges' as their 
plan A. And why wouldn't they? On the surface, this 
looks like a slick way to easily and quickly open 
a door and seems like a good way to be labeled as 
an outside-the-box thinker. However, ask any of 
those thirty if they've ever pulled the hinges on 
a real door, you'll get maybe five to say yes, and 
those five are lying. When you do try it on a real 
exterior door, hopefully not on a call, you'll find 
out how terrible pulling hinges really is. The 
fantasy that you'll be able to jimmy out the hinge 
pin quickly runs into the reality of sealed hinge 
pins and lugged hinges. No matter, you'll just use 
the forks to pull the hinges out. Best case, with a 
ton of straining and swearing and trying to pull 
on a bar that's over your head for the top hinge, 
it finally comes out. Worst case, the hinge only 
partially pulls out, wedging the door firmly in 
place or tearing the door skin. So now after you 
force three or four, you're golden, right? Nope. 
You still have to now conventionally force the 
hinge side, which is tighter than the lock side 
and now probably stuck with damaged hardware 
from the hinges. So to avoid one tough force, 
you have added three or four additional forces? 
Doesn't seem so slick anymore.

Doggy Door/Bird Beak/Cut 'Er Down The Middle

I've taken a few dozen forcible entry classes in my 
career, and not a single one has ever taught any 
of these techniques as anything but a Hail Mary, 
if they are taught at all. I would love to find out 
who is virulently spreading this misapplication 
of saw work all over the country so I can pat them 
on the back with the bumper of a truck. Seriously, 
who is spreading this bullshit? Beyond a single 

picture and partial explanation in IFSTA's 
Essentials, I've never seen anyone of authority 
advocate it, yet its proponents are legion. Just 
like taking the hinges, show a picture online of 
an outward swinging door and get ready to see 
some variation of taking a saw through the door 
vomited all over the comments section followed by 
impassioned defenses of the techniques by people 
who TOTALLY do it all the time and know it's way 
faster than the irons. Sure, let's assume you 
carry the saw with you every time you're going to 
be opening up a commercial door, whether you know 
it or not. Let's also assume the saw is in perfect 
working order and was properly checked out and 
refueled at shift change or weekly, depending on 
how your department works. None of this really 
matters, because no saw will cut through seven 
feet of door quicker than a set of irons in capable 
hands can force the same door. What blade do you 
have on your saw? Will it go though both the steel 
of the door and the concrete or other material 
of the sill? That's one of the parts very few ever 
consider. The blade is circular. You may have 
cut through the skin of the door facing you, but 
unless you start cutting in to the sill or frame, 
you will still have half an inch to an inch left 
to cut on the other side. Ok, we'll do a 'bird beak' 
around the lock because either our blade only 
cuts steel or we don't know and want to play it 
safe. What happens when that jamb was reinforced 
by something your saw can't cut? At best, your 
progress has stopped. At worst, your blade has 
suffered a catastrophic failure. Let's say you 
went for the 'doggy door'/'dutch door', cutting 
straight across under the locks and you made it 
through the frame successfully. Not only is your 
entry and egress now limited by low clearance, you 
have just allowed air to the fire but the top of the 
door is still blocking the products of combustion 
from escaping. Just stick with the irons for plan 
A. They always start, they're quick, and they get 
the job done reliably.
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Checking The Door For Heat

In every academy forcible entry class, we hear ad 
nauseam that we need to check doors for heat before 
we force. The reasoning, if any is presented, is 
that a Backdraft style explosion will blow out the 
door the second you force it, either the real kind 
or the kind from the 1991 movie. According to the 
JPR requirements in my state when I went through 
the academy, this involves putting your hand on 
the door at multiple heights. Shortly after, it was 
changed to using the back of your hand on the door, 
so you didn't burn your hand, and then again to 
rolling up the gauntlet on your glove and feeling 
with your wrist, because the glove was too good an 
insulator and they still didn't want you to burn 
your palm. Let's look at this for a moment. So they 
don't want you burning your palm, but the wrist 
is potentially fair game? Who is going to be able 
to force a door or pull a victim out with a first 
or second degree burn on their wrist? I don't know 
about you, but I don't want find out. Let's also 
look at the practicality of it. Prolonged high heat 
exposure to a door will peel paint and oxidize the 
door. Also, a halligan bar gapping at the very top 

of the door will show heat and smoke conditions 
far better than a glove on the door. If you're using 
gap/set/force, the door will probably be gapped 
several inches at the top or bottom before the lock 
forces, allowing smoke and flame to escape if it's 
back there. If flame is present, get a hoseline in 
place before opening the door. Doesn't that seem 
simpler?

Conclusion

   Whether we like it or not, as defenders of our 
craft, it is our duty to do our jobs as effectively 
and efficiently as possible. We have an obligation 
to combat ignorance and dogma in our Service and 
preach what works and denounce what doesn't. We 
must stand firmly in the way of institutional 
inertia and give it no quarter in ourselves, our 
department, or our service. If it's important, 
which I think we all agree the saving of life and 
property is, it deserves careful and constant 
introspection and critical review in all aspects 
of the job until mastery is achieved, because that's 
what professionals do. 
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No man is worth his salt 
who is not ready at all 
moments to risk his well- 
being, to risk his body, to 
risk his life, in a great 
cause.

- Theodore Roosevelt



How Wolves Change 
Fire Departments
The Power of Trophic Cascades

Brian Bastinelli

In the time since I wrote the 'Be A Wolf' article, I 
received some messages, and had a few interactions 
with those in the fire service that had read it. 

Their responses were interesting, as I didn't 
really know how it would be received when I 
wrote it. Of course, I heard back from those who 
I expected, and there were those who made sly 
comments in passing, those who made jokes, those 
who enjoyed it, and those who it had a deeper effect 
on, and wanted to discuss it more. 

The varied feedback that I received got me 
thinking about how the 'wolf' can affect those 
around them. How they effect the ecosystem of 
their organization and that reminded me of a 
documentary on Yellowstone National Park that 
talked about wolves and the Trophic Cascades. In 
that video I saw parallels to the fire department 
cultures.

For purposes of everyone being on the same page, 
let's look at the definitions of ecosystems and 
trophic cascades. 

From the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, an ecosystem 
is 'the whole group of living and non-living things 
that make up an environment and affect each 
other.'

Trophic cascades, according to Nature.com, are 
'powerful, indirect interactions that can control 
entire ecosystems. Trophic cascades occur when 
predators limit the density and/or behavior of 

their prey and thereby enhance survival of the 
next lower trophic level.'

Below is a link to the video 'How Wolves Change 
Rivers' that explains the wolf's role in the 
Yellowstone Ecosystem, hopefully, it will give you 
an idea of how it all works.  Watch it if you haven't 
and then come back to this article. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ysa5OBhXz-Q

Let's look at the Fire Department as an ecosystem, 
and how the 'wolf' that I wrote about last time can 
have a positive effect on their department through 
trophic cascading. 

We know that species in the FD ecosystem go from 
the bottom feeders, who do little or nothing, all 
the way up to the wolves that I previously wrote 
about. We also know that the remaining personnel 
fall into every level in between. 

Ecosystems are really only effective when they 
are in balance, and the wolf helps to provide that 
balance. 

Wolves take care of the environment in a way that 
many others species will not, thus allowing others 
at all levels to thrive.

In the video, they talk about how the wolves, upon 
their reintroduction to the park, immediately 
began to change Yellowstone. 
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They talked about elk, (what Europeans call deer) 
of which there were too many, and that they were 
having a negative impact on the ecosystem. 

For the purpose of this article, those Elk (deer) 
will represent firefighters with bad attitudes, 
the ones on the job for the wrong reasons, the ones 
who would rather complain than do their jobs, the 
ones who feed on drama, and can't allow anyone to 
rise above them because it makes them feel bad 
about themselves, and the ones who put forth more 
effort trying to get out of work, than it would 
have taken to actually get the work done. You know 
who they are, unfortunately we all have them. 

The video talks about how the number of elk 
increased over time because there was nothing 
in place to control them, similar to how negative 
attitudes slowly creep through a department. They 
also spoke about attempts to control the elk by 
humans (FD Administration), but because there 
was really no natural predator to the elk, they 
continued to increase in number. 

Despite all efforts, the elk reduced much of the 
vegetation (morale and potential) to very low 
amounts.

When the wolves were reintroduced, the immediate 
change was that they killed off some of the elk. 

Obviously we can't do that, but the presence of a 
wolf in a firehouse is often enough to chase the 
elk away.  They will often bid to another station 
or stop coming around, because they can't stand the 
presence of the wolf, and what he or she represents. 
So for our purposes we'll call that a kill.   

Just as in the video, the firehouse wolf will begin 
changing the behavior of the elk.  Those firehouse 
elk will begin to avoid the wolves, and areas where 
they're known to be.  They'll avoid areas where they 
feel they're no longer safe, areas where they can 
no longer freely spew their vitriol without being 
called out about it.

The areas from which the elk have fled will 
quickly begin to regenerate. Morale will begin 
to grow, firefighters will be more productive and 
more fully enjoy their time in the firehouse. 

Soon, the changes are clearly visible, and other 
firefighters will want to return, or join the 
pack. The system begins to recover. Once the land 
(firehouse) is able to regenerate, it provides an 
environment that is positive for growth.

A place where young firemen can come to learn 
and develop their craft. A place where they can be 
nurtured by senior firemen and grow without

being cut off by the elk grazing on their 
potential. 

It becomes an ecosystem that many more want 
to inhabit, and where, through support and 
development, the whole system becomes more 
effective. 

In the video, the wolves also changed the behavior 
of the rivers. They meandered less, the banks 
eroded less, they became deeper and they provided 
more habitat for the various wild life.

Seen in context of the fire department, we look 
at the rivers as the leadership and vision of the 
department. The wolves in the firehouse aid the 
rivers in focusing on what's really important, the 
core values and objectives of the department. 

They help to refocus firemen on their craft, and 
push leadership to go further and be better at 
their jobs. This, in turn, creates additional 
opportunity, and in turn better service is 
provided. 

The regenerating forests helped the banks to 
become more stable and collapse less, allowing for 
the rivers to become more fixed in their courses 
which reduced erosion throughout the park. 

In a firehouse, you can see that once the 
rebuilding or regeneration of that environment 
begins, the house becomes more solid, more 
effective and more dialed in to its mission.  When 
this occurs in multiple firehouses across a 
region, the whole system benefits. 

The wolf, no matter how few in number, has the 
power of the trophic cascade on its side to 
transform and improve the entire ecosystem. 

Wolves need only a few in number to begin to thrive 
and become effective. A wolf or two in a firehouse 
will lead to more wolves and more wolves lead to an 
improved environment. If we look at each firehouse 
as a pack, we can see how those packs will have an 
affect on the entire department. 

Be a wolf. Make a difference. This isn't a job where 
you just stand around and graze all day. You must 
take control and set your destiny. It's not for the 
elk to control your future, it's for you to control 
theirs. 

Think of all the other species in the system as 
the public. They depend on you to do your job 
effectively so that their ecosystem (city or town) 
has the best chance of survival possible. 

Brian Bastinelli



You Can't Make This Shit Up.
How many times have you heard, "you're 
not going to believe this one" when you 
walk in the firehouse. How many times 
have you said, "they'll never believe 
us" on your way back from a run. 

Seeing the crazy shit that goes on out 
there, or capturing the crazy shit we 
come up with, is just one of the many 
benefits of having "a front row seat to 
the greatest show on earth."

In future issues we're going to share 

some of the images we've captured along 
with the crazy stories that go with 
them, under the title, "You Can't Make 
This Shit Up." 

It will be a comical, but sometimes 
serious, look at the show that unfolds 
before us each day. 

If you have images and a story to share, 
send them over to brianbastinelli@
gmail.com and we'll add them to the mix.

You know these stories...

The funny ones, like 
finding a crazy sign 
in a hallway on a run, 
meeting up with Spider 
Man randomly on the 
street, watching a guy 
park his shopping cart to 
bang out some push ups on 
the corner, using a mouse 
trap in the firehouse to 
close a trashbag full of 

loafs of bread, protecting 
it from the mice instead 
of using it to catch them, 
or the kid holding a snake 
telling you about the 10 
point buck that lives 
in the abandoned house 
across the street.

The sad ones, like seeing 
the remnants of rampant 
drug use and criminal 
activity, or the scary 

ones where you find your 
handline tied in a knot or 
crazy electrical work.

Whatever they are, 
very few people truly 
understand the craziness 
that our day might bring. 

Most of the time, you 
really do have to see it 
to believe it. And you 
definitely can't make 
this shit up.



Macaroni suprise It’s mmm, mmm good, Y’all

What You Need: 
Meat - Hot dogs, specifically Reds, but whatever you can come up with. Ground Beef, and or 

Bison. Ground Chorizo and or Sausage. Bell Peppers and onions; We like jalapeño peppers as well. 

Macaroni. we used ziti, but got yelled at, because it’s supposed to be elbow macaroni. And then 

most importantly, Cheese. Velvita cheese and lots of it. When you think its enough, add a lot 

more. We also took the opportunity to clean out the firehouse fridge from all left over cheese. 

Seasoning. Add the kind you like. We used a bourbon dry rub, but you know we like Bounty Foods 

Deep Pit seasoning on just about everything, and you won’t go wrong with that.   

What to Do:

- Wash all your veggies

- Cut your veggies into 

squares or strips

- grill them up

-while grilling them, throw 

on some seasoning of your 

choice.

- boil water, cook macaroni 

- cut up the hot dogs into 

small pieces and grill.

- Grill up your bison and 

chorizo. 

-once the meat and veggies 

are cooked, mix them all 

together and season them 

some more. 

-put everything in a large 

container and add velvita 

cheese. then add all the left 

over cheese you can find. 

-mix it up, add more cheese, 

if the cheese needs some help 

melting, bake it for a few min. 

then eat!

-Make a cardiologist appointment

This one comes from the brothers and sisters of the Raleigh,NC Fire Department. Since this was 

a word of mouth recipe, we decided to give it a bit of a northern flair.  You can add or remove 

all you’d like with this recipe. All we know (according to our southern friends), is that no self 

respecting fireman should be without this one in his or her repertoire....

have a firehouse favorite you’d like to share? Send it and lots of pics to brianbastinelli@gmail.com.
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Chief with the Fort Washington Fire Company in Montgomery County, Pa. and a 

volunteer at Kentlnd in Prince Georges County, MD. Zach is dedicated to training and 

firmly believes that we can never be “good enough.”

Floyd Wise  is has been firefighter since 1993 and was hired by the Harrisburg 

Bureau of Fire in the spring of 2000. After working through the ranks, he currently 

serves as a Battalion Chief and serves as the manager for Rescue 1, the cities special 

operations unit. Chief Wise is a passionate instructor and leads programs both locally 

and through Traditions Training. He lives in the Harrisburg area with his wife and two 

children. 

Joe Yowler   is a second-generation fire fighter and has been in the fire service for 13 years, with 

the last 10.5 being spent at Harrisburg (NC) Fire Department.  Joe has served through the ranks 

to Captain and currently is assigned to Engine 3.  Joe holds a NC Instructor certification and is 

qualified in multiple disciplines and co-facilitates the Cabarrus County Firefighter Rookie School.  

He loves teaching forcible entry, PPE and anything to do with hose.   Outside of the fire service, 

Joe enjoys attending motorsports events, spending time with his wife and two daughters (11 & 2), 

and traveling.  Joe created and operates the training group Twisted Fire Industries.  






