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Firefighting — i
dangerous and
* By Karen Pankowski

" OF THE SENTINEL STAFF

watch a raging fire climb a wall
the ceiling toward you. The blaze
overtake the room until a power
cuts through the heat and smok
Not a second too soon. I was rea
heat.
As the daughter of a Washmgto’ D.

I grew up hearing my dad’s war stone
heat that melted helmets to smoke
couldn’t see your hand in front of your
I recently learned a little bit abou
to battle blazes when I trained with Wi
firefighters at the Central Florida

I t is an eerie feeling to crouch

Reporter Karen Pankowski takes !
sampling firefi ghtlng exercises at fir

O;lando In short, it was unbe

§Firefightefs suit up in gear like a spacewalker’s

NOVICE from K-1

“lair bottle, helmet and gloves.
Firefighters -can suit up in 30 to
‘45 seconds. I struggled like a 3-
‘year-old Then I fought to keep
‘my balance when they dumped
ithe air bottle — not an oxygen
| itank, although it looks like one —
ion my back. With the harness, the
i whole thing weighs 35 pounds.
! That’s a heavy load when you’re
'»wearmg what feels like a space-
! suit in 95-degree heat and you are
~about to enter a room that at eye-
' level can be 700 degrees.

: >, On top of that, I was unprepared
'for the claustrophobic feeling
:rrzpst newcomers get when they

1 strap the breathing mask on. It

§e§’capmg But it also covers your

"etjtlre face, limits your vision,

“and when you're already weighed

“down like a pack mule, makes you
feel all the more smothered

! Now that I was fully dressed I-_ ’

‘was wondering how firefighters
could do anything in their. bulky
gear. But I also knew that in the

| hust fit tightly to keep air from .

| most intense heat or steam, I

could get a second-degree burn if
even an inch of skin was showing.

Still, even the heavy clothing
would feel like little protection in
the face of a fire only four feet
away. My knee felt as if it were
burning under my pants, until
Winter Park Fire Chief Dennis
Sargent suggested I turn my body
the other way ‘“just like roasting a
chicken.”

Later, in another exercise, too
much water caused the entire
room to black out with smoke. I
had watched firefighters climb
through an open second-story
window, and now there was noth-
ing. This is how it must feel to be
in an oven, I thought, as sweat
trickled down my back.

It is also easy to see how fight-
ing a fire, even in a controlled sit-
uation, demands calmness in the
face of confusion.

.- The masks muffle voices, and
with the hose blasting and the fire,

" crackling, it is almost impossible -
to talk" to' one another. Warning-

bells — alerting firefighters' that
they have about five minutes
worth of air left — add to the cha—
0s.

You have to stay down low to
see underneath the smoke and
avoid the most intense heat while
trying to do strenuous work — ei-
ther controlling the nozzle of the
hose or dragging out a victim. And
you must also stick with the oth-
ers or risk becoming separated
and lost.

It is a job where you cannot
hide. Other firefighters are de-
pending on you. -

By the end of my four-hour
training, I was drenched in sweat,
and my adrenalin was pumping. I '
enjoyed the camaraderie and
teamwork and the thrill of being
in a fire. I could see how firefight-
ing could be such a satisfying job,
especially when you save a life.

My father’s career as a firefight-
er was cut short during an at-
tempt to rescue children from a
burning building in 1968. He fell
two-and-a-half stories into a con-
crete stairwell, saved only by the
air bottle on his back.

At 25, now: I can understand
why my dad was so proud to be a
firefighter, why he still talks about
it; and why he misses it so. I

A, would too.
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