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Dedication

			I’d like to dedicate this book to my dad, Roy Alexander Davidson, who passed recently. He was a firefighter and mine-rescue team member prior to my joining the fire department. I try every day to live a life he would be proud of.

			To Mark Perkins, my late firefighter friend whom I nicknamed Fearless while he was battling brain cancer.

			To my daughters Aleah, Ashley, and Brandy, who worried about me while I was away fighting fire.
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Prologue

			Imagine being at an industrial fire call, where conditions are so extreme you have doubts about making it out alive. I’ve been on many calls to the smelter reverb furnace, and this one was particularly terrifying. Amidst the roar of the industrial furnace, molten metal at 2800°F was spewing onto the concrete floor, splashing red-hot lava-like liquid into a large pool. I felt extreme heat through my turnout gear and my heart beat fast in my chest. I tried to regulate my breathing in my self-contained breathing apparatus (SCBA) while clutching the hose line, the only safety between me and the lava. The area was poorly lit. Steam, black smoke, and black calcine dust hung in the air, obscuring our vision. I was on one of the attack teams, our hose line and nozzle directing the spray of water near the edges of the pool to try to control the flow by cooling it. I recall thinking to myself a couple of things: (1) this must be what hell looks like, and (2) this is one of the most intensely dangerous situations I’ve been in yet. I was wondering if this was the one I wouldn’t walk away from unharmed. Along with the deafening roar of the furnace, other equipment shrieked in the background.

			I looked at the other firefighter veterans with me, not knowing when it would be a good idea to leave . . . in a hurry if needs be. I made a mental note that the stairway and closest exit were right behind me. Every so often the pool on the floor would blow up into the air like a volcano spraying molten material in all directions. You could hear the boom as it exploded, shaking the building and rumbling the concrete underfoot. When the building and floor shook like that it added more black calcine dust to the already poor visibility. I wondered how the building and concrete floor could withstand the explosions and extreme heat. I was hoping the floor was four feet thick or more—little did I know the extreme heat was causing the concrete to react. Hard-hat-size chunks of cement were blowing up through the molten metal in a reaction called spalling. I also remember thinking, Is this it? Is this the fire that’s going to take me out?



	

Table of Contents

			Dedication

			Acknowledgments

			Prologue

			Chapter 1 - The Beginning

			Chapter 2 - The Emergencies After Starting a Family

			Chapter 3 - Industrial Fire & EMS Experience

			Chapter 4 - Martin Bell and Bobby Halton

			Chapter 5 - Chief Bruno: Alan V. Brunacini

			Chapter 6 - Mark

			Chapter 7 - Firefighter Cancer

			Chapter 8 - Explosions

			Chapter 9 - Intermodal Container Safety

			Chapter 10 - Diane and Paul Cotter and the Last Call Foundation



	

Chapter 1 

The Beginning



	

The first time I was in awe of firefighters was in 1966, when my dad, Roy, took me uptown to the Flin Flon barber for a haircut. A hotel across the street from the barber was on fire in the middle of a bitterly cold day. Ice was hanging everywhere from the building on fire and building up on the ground of Main Street. I was young enough to need a booster seat in the barber chair. I listened to the men in the shop talk about the fire from my front-row seat to the firefighters. I had always been fascinated by fire trucks and how they screamed through our neighbourhood with sirens wailing. It hits you in the pit of your stomach with a sense of danger and excitement. Once, on vacation, my parents, brother Scott, sister Leslie, and I visited a family friend who was the fire chief at Edmonton International Airport. I recall the front tire of one of the crash trucks being taller than I was, and I was fascinated to hear how these firefighters practiced rescuing people in silver suits in an old plane fuselage. Later, my dad belonged to the Flin Flon Fire Department for ten years. He described to me how at one fire call he and other firefighters had to use four-by-eight sheets of plywood to protect themselves from the radiant heat as one of the local lumber yards burned down.

			One day, as my ten-year-old school friends and I walked down the steep hill home from school, we observed that a house across from the Candy Bar on Third Avenue had caught fire. The firefighters—many of them in their street clothes, as they had just gotten off work—were busy going in and out of the building. I overheard people saying there were puppies on the second floor. I was glad to see these pups rescued. My dad fought that fire as a Flin Flon firefighter.

			It was a long fire, and the firemen later walked down to our house nearby for coffee and sandwiches that my mother Shirley had made for them. This was the beginning of the local Fire Belles. Wives of the firefighters would get together during big fires and make lunches and coffee for them, and later socialize at fire department activities.

			Years later, as I approached my twenties, my dad toured me through the old Flin Flon Fire Hall a few times and showed me where the single guys lived. It was near the end of that old fire hall’s life that a friend and I dropped off our applications for the fire department. About a year later I was contacted by a firefighter I knew, who told me that my application had been reviewed and I could report to the next fire practice, as I was a new probationary member. I was single, so this also created an opportunity to live full time at the newly built firehall and operate the equipment—driving the trucks to fires and operating the pumper.
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			Author Brad Davidson in the background
with his late father, Roy Davidson.

			So our training started, and we had a lot to learn. It was all new and exciting. Little did I know this was the start of a lifelong journey of learning, training, fire experience, and camaraderie.

			My five roommates and I were young, in shape, and fast sliding down the pole or jumping down the stairs to the trucks when the tones announcing a fire dropped. We kept our turnout bunker pants and boots in our room at that time, so when the tones dropped we jumped into our boots, grabbed our T-shirts, and ran to the truck bay. (Bunker gear is the personal protective equipment ensemble used by firefighters. The terms are derived from the fact that the trousers and boots are traditionally kept by the firefighter’s bunk at the fire station to be readily available for use.)

			If you were too slow you rode tailboard with one arm hooked, trying to put your shirt on. I guess that is an indicator of how old I am now, as riding tailboard is not allowed now. But as dangerous as it was, I miss it. My rookie years were fun and memorable, and I miss many of the crew who have since passed on. Little did I know how many fatal fires we would be responding to with the Flin Flon Fire Department.

			One fire call was on the outskirts of town. We had a super-fast response time and went on an interior attack, searching for victims—it was reported that there were two to three inside. We crawled around in the dense smoke, feeling for them.

			Eventually the three victims were found deceased—charred and hardly recognizable. It was obvious the fire had been smouldering all night, cooking everything and everyone inside. I still recall a relative or friend of the victims outside pacing back and forth, waiting for some news. We mopped up as best we could after the remains were placed in body bags and returned to the fire hall. I was numb and in a bit of shock, as I had never witnessed anything like that before. We walked into the kitchen lounge/meeting room area where the phone was ringing and ringing.

			The chief picked it up and we could hear the caller screaming at him, berating our response time, search outcomes, and actions. That upset us and the chief, but he succinctly described our fast response time and challenged the caller to explain how anyone could have responded faster. As the victims were in the smouldering fire for most of the night, our response time would not have made any difference and the outcome would have been the same. This started my exposure to a string of fatal fires we responded to over the next three or four years.

			Every fatal fire is memorable for a firefighter.

			On one occasion, we responded to a house fire blocks away from the firehall, and initial reports coming in indicated two trapped children. Firefighters know that, in this type of fire, we pull out all the stops and do everything humanly possible to rescue the children and affect the outcome. Reading the smoke and fire we could see on the way, we realized that the children were in dire danger, if they were still alive. Sadly, the children were lost in that fire despite everything we tried. After we arrived, their grandfather grabbed my arm and asked me if there was any chance at all the kids were still alive. Knowing in my heart of hearts the outcome was not going to be good, I was at a loss for words and told him we were doing everything humanly possible to rescue the children. A police officer walked by, so I asked the grandad to talk to the officer while I went back to work.

			While I was on a shed-style roof outside the children’s bedroom window, someone took away my ladder. I didn’t think the missing ladder was really a big problem; however, a couple of bigger firefighters suggested I jump off and they would catch me. At first I thought they were joking. They weren’t. I jumped and flattened them both and we all ended up in a heap on the ground. I was not hurt. In those days we didn’t have critical-incident stress debriefing. Instead we had
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