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The Successful Negotiation of Hell on Earth 

 

When you sit in a training class do you take it seriously or do you play on your phone and 

hope someone else pays attention? Does it matter what the instructor is saying or are you more 

focused on what you’re going to have for lunch? Do you really need to train or will it all come 

back to you when you really need it? On a fire scene in 2006 things could have ended up 

tragically for myself and five others. I should have died that day. If it weren’t for fact that I take 

my training and job seriously, I truly believe I would have.   I tell you this story not to be 

dramatic, but to convey to you that you can’t always rely on others, and sooner or later 

your training may be the only thing that will save you.  I work in a firehouse where some of the  

firefighter and even some fire officers chose to look the other way when it comes to training. I’ve 

seen firefighters literally walk around a truck and say “yep, it’s here” and walk in the dayroom 

sit down in a chair and drink coffee.  I’ve been on scenes where co-workers didn’t know where 

or even if we had certain tools on the truck.  I’m not saying they are all bad, I know some very 

good firefighters, very intelligent firefighters; firefighters who even though no one is around they 

still do what they are supposed to do.      
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 In the early morning hours of June 2006 around 4:30, I was lying in bed at the firehouse 

sleeping when the overhead fire tones came to life. At our dispatch office Carla with her no-

nonsense voice stated.  

 

“This will be a Black Hills fire ground assignment.  Engine 61, Ladder 61, Engine 62 

Rescue 62 Medic 3 Chief 61 Respond to 123 1st. street for a working residential house fire.  

Unknown occupants.  House has not been evacuated.  Receiving multiple calls to this  

Location.”  

To hear a dispatch like this at that time of day raises the hair on the back of your neck 

more so than usual.  As I jumped from a dead sleep to get dressed and get to the truck my mind is 

going a mile a minute.  I run down everything and I mean everything before I even get to the 

truck.  “Is someone inside”?  “Is this a working job”? “What are the weather conditions”? “Who  

is going to be the second engine on the scene”? “What are my top priorities”?   

As we are heading to the scene I look to my partner Drew in the back of the ladder truck, 

going through the typical routine that we’ve done for the last seventeen years, and twenty times 

this month alone. Putting on our air packs, readying our tool, checking each other to make sure 

our gear is on right and we’re not forgetting anything. We hear a voice break the silence of the 

radio from our neighboring department, who is also responding. “Engine 44 to all incoming 

units.  We have a large amount of smoke from a mile out.  Make this a working fire”. I take a 

deep breath and slowly let it out to help me relax, noting my heart rate has gone up a bit, and 

hoping I don’t forget something when we get on scene.  As we approach the neighborhood we 

get our first whiff of that all too familiar smell of house fire.  It’s an indescribable smell, heavy, 

nasty petroleum fueled smell.  As we near the scene I look over my shoulder to see the column of 
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thick black smoke rising from the tree tops.  As if the rest of the crew didn’t already know, I say 

over the sound of the engine and radio, “We got ourselves a worker boys”! It’s one of those old 

sayings we use in the fire service to say “Hey, we have a fire.”  

We get out of the truck, and with tools in hand Drew and I go to work.  We do our normal 

job of looking over the house or “sizing up” the structure to see how we’re going to attack this 

fire.  As we size up the house we see it’s a large one family home with heavy black smoke 

forcefully pushing out the second story windows with fire coming from some of the first-floor 

window.  As my partner and I work our way around the left side of the house, we’re confronted 

with a wall of fire consuming the two-car garage.  Floor to ceiling, side to side, hot, orange and 

red fire violently burning and making its way up the side of the house towards the roof. The  

Chief arrives on scene and immediately orders Drew and me to the roof and “vent” or cut a big 

hole in the roof to let smoke and heat escape the building.  My partner and I head back to the 

truck to get our chainsaw and start the climb up our fully stretched 135’ ladder. Thick black 

smoke sweeps across the top of the ladder at times bringing the roof to zero visibility.  As we 

make our way to the top we see that the roof is starting to collapse.  We open the roof the best we 

can with the smoke and heat of the fire making the job difficult at best.  After we completed the 

task at hand we started our decent down the ladder.  As it happens on most fires, we complete 

our assignment and then wait to be reassigned to another task.  As the fire scene developed we 

noticed one vent pipe on the top of the roof pushing more and more turbulent black smoke.  My 

partner and I immediately knew that this fire was in the basement.  My partner notified the Chief 

of this discovery. The Chief then stated that he had been made aware of this by four other 

firefighters and that he’ll get to it when he can.  The fire eventually died down and the smoke 
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went from black to white.  For firefighters that’s a good sign.  It lets us know the water is getting 

on the fire.  By this time, we were on scene for about 15 minutes. Crews inside were getting tired 

and had to be switched out. My partner and I from the Truck (ladder) company were called up by 

the Chief to get to the second floor and assist the Engine crew.  As we were receiving our orders 

I noticed the vent pipe from earlier on the roof was still pushing out thick black smoke.  I once 

again told the Chief that we had a basement fire.  He, (as if to say I know more than you), 

dismissed my statement and said in a loud angry voice.  “I know! Get to the second floor”! To 

work above a fire can be one of the most dangerous areas you can be in on a fire, and my Chief 

just put me and my partner in that position.    

My partner and I made our way to the front door.  As we entered the house we were 

immediately greeted with heavy smoke and heat.  The type of smoke where you can barely see 

the floor beneath your feet.  The heat was hot but normal conditions as far as fires go.  As we 

found ourselves ascending the staircase we followed the hose line like a guide to the crews 

working the second floor. I reached the top of the stairs only to find that the conditions were so 

much worse, with black smoke so thick that I literally could not see my hand three inches from 

my face. My partner and I also commented on how noticeably hotter it was compared to the first 

floor.  As I took another step I ran into someone.  I called out into the smoke and darkness, “Who 

is that”?  The voice was a familiar one.  It was my Lieutenant.  He said, “Who are you”?  I stated 

my name and that we were here to help the Engine crew.  I then asked who was with him and he 

stated “No one, don’t follow me”!  I will admit I was surprised by his answer because you never 

work alone on these scenes for safety reasons. Yet, before I could say anything I looked over to 
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my partner and I could see him as clear as day.  He was standing about two feet away from me, 

the smoke was gone.  

     There is a phenomenon that happens when a room is about to be fully engulfed by fire.  The 

fire and smoke in a room are trying to escape the structure while cool fresh air from the outside 

is trying to get in.  When the exchange of smoke, fire and fresh air in a room start to “fight” for 

the same space and the exchange can no longer keep up.  The room becomes super-heated, and 

as if the building is taking its last dying breath, it compresses or smothers the smoke and fire for 

a split second only to pull from the outside a large volume of fresh air.  When this happens the 

fire then grows rapidly and violently.  This whole process takes about three seconds to occur and 

if you don’t know what to look for the result could be catastrophic.   

 

     As I looked to my partner, I could see the whites of his eyes.  Eyes that were filled with fear. 

He and I had the instant realization that we were in a tough situation that was about to get much 

worse.  Quickly, I turned to my Lieutenant only to see him jump into the bedroom next to us in 

the hall and slam the door shut on me and my partner.  He left us in the hall to fend for ourselves.  

As I turned to my partner I was furious!  I yelled “You Mother******”! as Drew grabbed my 

arm he yells “We need to get the F*** out of here”! As if my brain went on auto pilot, in a split 

second, not only did I realize the Engine crew that the officer had abandoned was on one end of 

the hall. I also realized they had no idea what was about to happen to them. As they fought one 

fire, another fire was about to trap them from behind.  As fire fenced the stairwell on both sides, 

my partner made the conscious decision to run through a wall of fire to escape through the front 

door and dive to safety.  I made the decision to run deeper into the structure down the hall to the 
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Engine company.  I knew that earlier my partner and I had placed ladders at the windows for 

escape routes for just this type of situation.  As I moved towards the bedroom I made it about 

three steps when a heat bore down on me like I never felt before.  This heat was truly hell on 

earth.  A heat that physically pushes you to the ground.  Your legs no longer work.  You feel the 

weight, the pressure from the air exchange around you, the waves of unrelenting heat crashing 

into you.  As I crawled with determination down the smoke and heat filled hall towards the 

bedroom I could hear the airhorns of the fire engines blaring outside indicating to all inside to 

immediately stop what they were doing and escape the structure by any means possible.  I 

pushed and pushed until I ran into the retreating Engine company.  The very company I was 

there to help. As they yelled to me to get out I yelled back “We have to bail out the window”!  It 

was then I heard his voice, a voice of complete panic and desperation yell “We’re trapped!  Oh, 

god we’re trapped”! A voice that I can to this day close my eyes and hear as clear as a bell.  They 

turned around and with me still on my knees I placed my hand on one of their air bottles feeling 

the heat through my gloves.  It was then that I smelled and tasted the rubber of my facemask 

starting to fail.  The petroleum based rubber that makes up the main component of the mask 

starts to fail around five hundred degrees.  I knew I was in a bad place.  With the last final push 

to the bedroom, with only two or three feet to go was when the first “licks” of flame came 

around me on both sides.  I knew the fire was close, just not that close.  With my last bit of 

energy, I stood up and made it to the bedroom.  As if we practiced it a hundred times we all 

immediately went to work.  Grabbing our axes and other tools we smashed through the windows, 

clearing glass from the frame insuring nothing would impede our exit.  Being the only member 

of my crew still left inside I yelled to the guy in charge of the engine, “Get out, I’ll go last”.  I 
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turned and picked up the hose to hold the fire at bay in the hallway while we all went out the 

window.  As I picked up the hose and started to spray the water stream within seconds became 

limp and stopped flowing.  My first thought was “Who the hell shut off our hose line”? It wasn’t 

until later that I found out the fire burned away a fifteen-foot section of the hose.  

  After escaping through the window and down the ladder I ran to the front of the building 

and saw my partner.  The look on his face went from horror and anxiety to relief and happiness.  

Without saying a thing, we gave each other the biggest hug you can give.  I still remember his 

voice cracking as if wanting to cry, softly say, “I thought I lost you man”.   

  We all made it out alive that day without a single injury.  From the time I ascended the 

stairs to the moment I hugged my partner was only about ten minutes.  In the years since then I  

have learned to not rely on other to save me.  I think of that day often when I’m teaching a class 

or attending a class. I share this story with them as I am with you. If I didn’t take my job 

seriously or I decided to not pay attention in class would the outcome have been different? I 

often convey this message to my class. There may come a day when you have no one else to rely 

on. When you’re the one who must make the decision to stay or go.  Will you have the 

knowledge to save yourself or other? Did you take your training seriously?    

 

  

  On the grounds of anonymity, the fire department name and station numbers have been 

changed.   
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