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Portals
An engaging discussion regarding a fire professional’s maturity and
commitment to safe practice

Paul G. Chamberlin

Abstract

Imagine emerging through a ‘port hole’ on the side of a ship. On the outside, a
confusing scramble of rules and guidelines, inconsistent and mission driven suppression,
and only submerged vague thoughts regarding firefighter safety fundamentals.

Once through the ‘Portal’, and now using LCES as the lens, suppression strategy and
tactics come to a focus consistent with our ‘Safety First’ mantra. For example, if safety is
first, our size-up will first identifying safety zones and locations for lookouts. These
translate into anchor points and improved situational awareness. With ‘one foot in the
black’ we progress by tying safety zones / anchors together, and get around the fire.
Safety fundamentals lead us to the safest, most aggressive strategy and tactics.

With this in mind, and sitting down to write the Portals article, an interesting ‘Bigger
Picture’ emerged, where each of us, throughout our careers have experiences and
personal edifications to where our priorities become clear, and we help lead the broader
fire community.

The purpose of the article and today’s presentation is to cause fireline leaders to
reflect on the evolution their own safety awareness, honor the contributions of those who
have gone before us, and strive to help the next generation benefit from other’s efforts
and experiences, as opposed to learning the same lessons the hard way.

The article ends via the original LCES Portal examples of going beyond perfunctory
rule compliance, putting a human side to what may happen, say, if a safety zone were
used in a true blow-up.

The article first appeared in the USFS Fire Operations Safety Council newsletter
“SAFETY ZONE” (http://www.fs.fed.us/fire/safety/council/) and has evoked many
epiphany stories across a broad range of individuals and topics.

Two video clips will be shown in the hall-way. First Bud Moore shares how he
combined firefighting with other personal interests to achieve the 10 Standard
Firefighting Orders. In the second, a similar template emerges as Paul Gleason melds
mathematical systems analysis, mountaineering, and firefighting into LCES. Research
for the article includes experiences from Bud and Paul, as well as Ted Putnam, Don
Reese, Bob Mutch, Kelly Close, Jim Saveland, Bear Stauss, and the author.

Many epiphany moments track back to well known tragedies. Others are less
sensational, but carry deep meaning, meaning that has translated into vision and
leadership.
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Introduction
Portals
Science fiction Portals are amazing. Pass through an undulating Portal, or Worm
Hole, or even Dorothy’s tornado, and experience altered realities, new dimensions; see
the universe from a new perspective.

Career firefighters usually pass through a ‘Portal’ of sorts, a Safety Awareness Portal,
achieving new perspectives, their reality altered. Transiting the Portal can be painful,
maybe physically, always emotionally. They are often related to traumatic events such as
South Canyon, Mann Gulch, Thirty Mile, Cramer, or a less legendary incident; perhaps a
close call, or a personal Waterloo. It may have happened to us, or involve a co-worker,
or we have strong empathy for a situation we read about. Some think there is no
significant emotional growth without a link to traumatic experience.

Many have been through the Portal before us. Once through the Portal, you
straighten up, blink your eyes, and finally comprehend how veterans you previously
considered bland and worrisome embody a depth of humanity. They understand the
severe implications of risk, and demonstrate an absolute commitment to safe practice.
Entry level firefighters must be very careful when choosing which old salts to emulate.

Transiting the Portal is likened to a wake-up call, or the light turning on. All of a
sudden we ‘get it’. Dorothy learns “There is no Place Like Home”. Firefighters see the
forest as trees that will grow back, we see buildings as ‘things’ that will also ‘grow back’;
we correctly see each human life as precious and irreplaceable, it can never grow back.

What? You haven’t had the close call- the traumatic event? Does that make you
inherently dangerous? Firefighters are good people, courageous people; but can we
transit the Portal without personal trauma? Within lies the objective for every safety
course ever written, the intention of every strategy and tactics author, the anxious hope of
every supervisor and manager; we promote staff rides and distribute investigation reports.

It would be easy to see the many rule and guideline systems as perfunctory
bureaucratic quagmires. But the 10 and 18, Downhill and Indirect Fireline Guidelines,
Common Denominators of Tragedy Fires, Work Rest Guidelines, Complexity Analysis,
Fire Behavior Pocket Cards, Lessons Learned, Leadership Curriculum, LCES and others,
all have deeply personal foundations, invented by compassionate individuals, who have
been through the Portal. We have learned these lessons the hard way.

Involvement in a traumatic event is no guarantee you will ‘get it’, or pass through the
Portal. Feeble New Year’s resolutions don’t count. Transiting a Portal is a deep and
absolute process; it is career changing. We try out the new mode with untried legs,
wobbling about, trying again, figuring out practical adjustments, and in time have a solid,
very personal way of life. When we cross this plane, compliance is no longer a struggle;
the individual becomes a motivated leader, with courage to do the right thing. 10 and 18,
I-HOG, Driving Regs all become obvious- it’s a wonder anyone would not ‘get it’. It
seems nuts to ride without a seatbelt.

After transiting the Portal, complacency or sloppy decisions are buffered by deeper
insight, often called a core value, core meaning all the way to the bone. Our human
tendency to rationalize, succumb to peer-pressure, or miss incremental changes is
restrained.
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How can we get any work done if all we do is worry about safety? Oddly enough,
production seems to improve. Decisions improve. These core values are license for
confident aggressive firefighting.

Firefighters who have learned these lessons, through either personal experience or by
studying momentous events, understand the eyes hurting, snot running fear firefighters
may be subjected to. They can visualize a wall of flames bearing down, and run many
‘what if” scenarios in their head. They will never identify safety zones without
considering these implications. They intrinsically understand the timing and trigger point
elements critical to escape routes, they know what a lookout must see, and with intuitive
wisdom recognize when communications are compromised. Underestimated fire
behavior is factored in.

The new dimension, or awakening, induces new meaning and sophistication for a
seemingly simple concept. For example, LCES becomes the lens bringing safe and
aggressive strategy and tactics into focus. It becomes a business model. It guides us as
we consider safety for children playing in the back yard.

Now, the truth. Science fiction is rarely about the future; it’s a clever way to have an
intelligent discussion about conditions and situations on Earth, right now. Science fiction
writers rarely leave their characters out in new dimensions. At the last possible moment
they heroically make it home. There are no climactic escapes back from the Safety
Awareness Portal. There is no going back. Once you ‘get it’ you will never trade tactical
objectives for life safety. You are unwilling to subject firefighters to situations where last
minute heroics are necessary. Hopefully, things are very mundane. We manage risk.

Such is the altered reality, the new dimensions, of transiting the Safety Awareness
Portal.



