An instructor watches over
firefighters as they do interior
fire-attack training. A minute af-
ter this photo is taken, visibility
has dropped to 50 cm and smoke
resders breathing impossible with-
out apparatus.
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Gaza, Beetle, Lily and Jag, Inky, Tootle, Shrek
~ and Skippy—every town and community has
them. They style themselves as ordinary
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The paradoxical need for speedy response and
heavy gear that can survive hostile conditions
means that fitness is an important factor in fire res-
cue. Brigades have regular practice nights where
firefighters hone their skills and maintain a state of
physical preparedness.










hough she had been waiting for nearly eight months,
when it finally came, the moment still took Heather
Reid" by surprise. Sure, she had felt it grow, and

move, and turn inside her; the new lif

} expected. She had studied the process, conferred s
her midwife, attended tests and consultations with almost-
religious regularity. She had planned for everything. Excepr
that it would happen like this—six weeks early and when she
was home alone—and thar it would all be so quick, withour
any warning, and so painful.

It was nothing like she had ever known, not the usual
Braxton-Hicks mock contractions she was so used to. This
was pain of such intensity it choked her breath and voice,
and curled her into a foetal position, making her bite her
knuckles for relief.

She remembered what the midwife had said: if a baby is
early it usually wants to come out in a hurry. She felt panic
rise within her. She was on her own, miles from her hus-
band, and even further away from the hospital.

On her knees, hugging the precious cargo in her belly,
she crawled to the living room, waiting out the moments
when the contractions immobilised her. She felt something
pop inside and knew that her waters had broken. She knew
she should call her midwife first but that barely seemed ad-
equate. No, things were happening far too fast. She needed
more help and quickly, and so with a shaking hand, she
reached for the phone and dialled 111.

Follow the electronic signal, as it raced down the wires,

from the Reid’s
_]l'l' n‘\' \'

NETWOTrK., pausin

communications centre on Hereford Stres fe

blocks away. Then, given the “Go Ahead”, the ssgnal rushed
on, cloning itself into multiple callouts, activating pagers
switching on a siren.

All the while, the operator crooned reassurances to Reid.
whose pain and distress were palpable.

“Just hang in there Ma'am,” he said as he heard her ery
out in pain again. “Just hang in there. Help is on its way.”

Two minutes later, she was still on the floor by the phone
when she heard the approaching siren and saw red lights
strobing through her windows. There was a firm knock at the
door, then four uniformed men appeared. She stared in wide-
eved amazement. It was not an ambulance with paramedics in
crisply starched scrubs, not a delivery room on w heels. The
four men wore inkv-blue paratroopers” overalls and through
the window Reid caught a glimpse of a fire truck with extend-
able ladders and rolled-down doors that housed coils of fire
hoses. She could not helieve her eves. This had o be a mis-
take. They sent a fire truck to a childbirth?

Nigel Lilley, the officer in charge at the Rolleston Fire

* Not her real name

Flames spit out from a neighbouring room as the team inches their way forward. As the fire spreads, a dense ceiling of smoke devel-
ops and the heat becomes unbearable—windows break at 600°C. The firefighters work in the “neutral plane”, below the dark black

smoke, firing a burst of water to get the room cool enough to enter.



Brigade’s First Response Unit took one look at her and re-
alised it was too late to go anywhere.

'L‘\l

He felt just a twinge of apprehension. They'd practi
on mannequin dummies giving birth to mannequin babies,

but he had never delivered a real baby. Still, the number one

rule was to never show doubt.
Fle smiled to Heather Reid and said: “Ma'am, the ambu-

lance will arrive shortly. Until then we're |

ere to help.”

And so it was that four burly firemen delivered a healthy

v gitl on the living room floor in Rolleston. When the

ambulance—which had to travel from a station 30 minutes

away—finally arrived, they were mopping up the scene and
Reid was cradling her newborn daughrer. Lilley took it as

a sign that it was safe to recall his troops to base, They lin-
gered a lietle, soaking up the magic of the moment that the

happy arrival of new life had brought about, More common-

hey had to deal with people at the other end of their life,
r those coming perilously close to it, Then they withdrew

fully, leaving the ambulance crew to the details.

Back at the station the gear was cleaned and neatly
stowed away in readiness for another callout and officer
Lilley was making coffee for the crew, He passed the cups
around, took his own and slumped his rugby-prop physique
into an armchair.

“Geez, that was intense,” he sighed, taking a sip. “Give
me a good fire any day.”

Within less than twelve hours his wish would be granted.

his entire incident would seem like a regular emer-

gency dispatch, « ousands occurring every day

on the planet, B re is one more thing you need

those mentioned here.

to know abx

Though vou'd n at the scene, these rescuers were

not pr ighters. They may perform like the pros,

but the reers, with jobs, lives, families and

hobbies of their illey, for one, is a Rolleston publican,

whi oads planes at the airport. Inky drives trucks,

Raffer is an I'T wizz (like soldiers and sports people. firefight-
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ers delight in nicknames), Among them there are builders and
butchers, seamstresses and the unemployed. Yet their jobs and
families and everything else become secondary the moment
their pagers go off, when the station siren howls its summons.
Then they down tools, drop whatever they have been doing
and race to the rescuc of complete strangers,

Sounds like a noble thing to do once in a while? It is,
except that such a commitment is not just once-in-a-while.
Last year, the Rolleston volunteer fire brigade—one of the
busiest in the country—responded to 444 distress calls. On
a busy day there may be five or six callouts, while the busiest
day clocked in at 17. Their turn-up time—the interval be

tween when their pagers ring and the moment the fire truck

roars out of the station—is just 90 seconds. Impressiver Ap-

parently not, because, as Lilley says, at every callout they're
trying to improve on that.

Around New Zealand there are thousands of men and
women who exist in this state of perpetual readiness. With
their callouts, weekly training sessions and weekend spe-
cialised courses—which can vary from emergency driving,
abseiling and containment of chemical spills, to advanced
first aid and, yes, assisting a childbirch—they spend more
time on their fire-fighting than you would on & hobby. Their

lives are ruled by their beepers. When planning a “night on
the town”, or a day away, they need to notify their stations so

that another person can cover for them.

Rolleston brigade incorporates a social centre {opposite) for the rescue team, whose work habits can preclude them from external
socialising, The bar also serves as an informal venue for debriefing and processing the events of a call out. Oxygen masks, coats and
gumboots (above) are grouped and assembled with name tags. All equipment has to be ready when the call comes so that firefight-

ers can, literally, step into their kit






They are rarely mentioned in the news. But every road
accident, fire or personal tragedy would have been attended
by these men and women. They secured it, contained the
damage, took care of the victims, made sure no more peo-
ple were hurt. They also cleaned up the aftermath, swept
the shattered glass off the road, washed away the oil spills,
and reassured the survivors, always moving with measured
confident steps, balancing urgency with strict operational
procedures.

“When on a job we're all pros, it’s just some of us get paid
for it and most don't,” says Mike Lennard, 2 professional
firefighter and the trainer of the South Island volunteers.
“But we all pride ourselves that from the moment we arrive
at the scene things don’t get any worse.”

p the staircase of an austere concrete building

in suburban Christchurch a trio of volunteer

firefighters are running in full battle gear—

vellow Gore-Tex fire suits, balaclava-like flash
hoods and helmets with visors, fireproof gloves and gum-
boots. Their faces are hidden behind the masks of the BAs
(breathing apparatuses) and, in the darkness and the 70°C
heat, their shouts are muffied, their panting laboured. Only
a weak flashing light reveals their figures, freeze-framing
the progress they make. Despite the gloom and hellish
temperature, the trio works with the precision of crack
troops except that, as their enemy is fire, their only weapon
is a water gun. The first man carries the squat nozzle, the
other two help to lay the unwieldy fire hose along the stairs
and around corners.

At a landing they crouch by the closed meral door, in-
stantly regrouping.

“Ready?”

“READY."

“Okay, open.”

One of the men yanks the door ajar while the nozzle
carrier thrusts his weapon into the opening to fight off any
flames that may lick at them from the interior. No flames
come and the first man slams the door shut again.

“Okay, this time we're going in. Ready? Let’s GO!

The door swings open again and they burst in, the third
man following close behind, dragging the hose, an obstinate
red serpent, thick as a forearm and stiff with internal pres-
sure. Now they are in an even deeper darkness and they have
to feel their way ahead blindly, sweeping the floor with their
feet, cach probing out with one gloved hand while the other
always stays anchored on the hose. Their voices are urgent,
calling out reassurances, commands, and changes in direc-
tions. Still, confusion slowly creeps in, particularly after
they find what they have come here to retrieve.

“THERE’S A BODY."

Fire fighters

“I'VE GOT HIM.”

The two lead men are about to pick the body up to drag
it out the way they came when there is commotion off to
one side, and the light comes on, followed by a relaxed, easy-
going voice:

“Whoa! Let’s pause it right there chaps,” Gary Luff, the
fire-fighting trainer, cuts in. “Have a look what’s happened.”

Somehow the hose has acquired a huge knot in it and the
two firefighters, having rushed for the body, lost their pre-
scribed formation and the proper contact with the hose.

Like a choreographer Luff corrects them, showing a
more efficient and safer way of dealing with the situation he
himself had designed: how to handle the body, how to drag
it out using the fire hose as a guideline, keeping one heel on
cither side of it.

“Remember, the fire hose is vour lifeline,” he reminds
them. “If you get in trouble tie yourself to the end of it. This
way the truck won't go home without you.”

Then he turns off his light, plunging the interior into
darkness once more,

“Let’s pick it up. The clock is ticking again,” he calls out.
“GO!.

This is how the heroes and heroines are forged and re-
forged and, in the South Island at least. this happens 2
Whoolston training facility in Christcchurch during a week-
long recruitment course. the initiation into this brotherhood
of the flames. Some 120 recruits pass through the centre
every year and Gary Luffis their chief trainer.

After 43 years in the Fire Service and a decade as a train-
er, there isn’t much Luff has not seen, both in fire-fighting
and in human psychology.

“Amazing things happen when people are under fire
together,” he says. “Trust, bonds and lifelong friendships
develop. Personal fires are put out, inner dragons slayed.
Those with fear of heights climb ladders. Those with claus-
trophobia manage to don a breathing apparatus and erawl
through tunnels. Introverts become team players. It gives
me a tremendous buzz to be a part of and a witness to irall.”

Luffis well-known for designing training scenarios that
are extremely realistic.

“It pays to learn well because if you do it wrong it can
hurt like hell, which is why we're not into the ‘let’s pretend’
approach during exercises,” he says, “When we do first aid
or accidents, for example, we hire the local drama group.
They do such a good job of it, with screams and fake blood
and all, even though everyone knows it's only an exercise,
some of the recruits turn pale just looking at it.”

To further facilitate this reality training, the five-storey
exercise building is equipped with strategically placed eject
buttons which activate a sprinkler system and turn on pow-
erful suction fans. “That’s for when things turn to custard

Friendly competition is in deadly earnest as local volunteer firefighting competitions test each brigade’s readiness and fitness. This
contest in Amberley is between teams from Waimate in the south and Kaikoura in the north. Regional titles are up for grabs as ac-

curacy and speed decide the bestteams in a range of activities.




during a live fire practice,” says Luff, although he also ad-
mits he can'’t remember the last time they did.

\s if setting fire to fully-furnished rooms wasn't realistic
th, the Fire Service routinely demolishes unwanted

CNOuYE

homes and abandoned cars, allowing every trainee the bap-

tism of real fire
If houses or cars aren't available, they use shipping con-

I rooms. ¢g

tainers dressed up as living uipped with TV,

te with the usual cul-

drapes and junkyard furniture, compl
prits: toasters, heaters and gas appliances. Temperatures in

n hov

ing lives at an accident scene is a fraught business. Releasing a trapped d
ipment is heavy and ungainly and a car can easily collapse on itself, injuring
" an optimal period for releasing a trapped driver and providing them

omes down to technigue and procedures
cal teams and occupants. Firefighters aim at

th primary care.
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those metal heat-boxes can get fierce. Luff says

“Firefighters
are the people who rush in when everyone else is trying to
wet the hell out.” Which is partly why they are consistently

voted the most trusted public service in New Zealand

1l of the 111 calls requesting Fire Service assist-
ance are directed to one of the three communica-
tions centre in Auckland, Wellington or Christ-
church, which covers the entire South Island

[he mainland’s Fire Comms occupies a small corner of one

3
rn

floor of the city police station on Hereford Street: two call

takers, two dispatchers, a supervisor, and a lot of high-end
computer equipment.

Andrew Norris, the supervisor of the shift during my
visit, explains the workings of this place that is partly like an
air-traffic control, partly a listening-out station, continually
taking the pulse of both the natural and manmade trouble
that befalls the entire island.

“Fire rescue is a bit of a2 misnomer because we respond

to such a wide range of mishaps and accidents,” Norris says.

“We send crews to everything from cats stuck up trees and
chickens that have fallen down wells, to exploding barbe-
cues, burst hot-water cylinders, controlled burn-offs that got

out of control, ship fires in ports, chemical spills, helicopter

crashes, train and truck collisions and highway head-ons

with multiple fatalities.” They also frequently dispatch crews
to assist elderly ladies terrorised by rodents, often the ex-
ceedingly vicious Mus masculns variety: the common house
mouse.

the caller’s leve

“Quar call-takers always try to gaug

distress.” Norris goes on, “because the elderly are et

embarrassed to have to ask tor help. 1hey g £e
Po for the we than detazls nat ¢ g
[he eque erstate the situac -

learnt that it’s often better to send ina cr ay, Just

in case. You have to remember, as ¢ rule of thumb, the fire

can double in size and ferocity with every passing minute. A

smoking toaster or a faulty electrie blanket can turn into a
large-scale plantation fire in no time atall.”

\s if to reinforce his words, a call comes in about a
small scrub fire near Mataura in Southland and with a few

strokes of his keyvboard, Norris alerts the nearest crew.

Seven hundred kilometres away men and women drop

everything and race to their fire truck. Barely two minutes
later a beep on Norris’s computer announces th
has already left the station and are heading into th

zone. From the comms centre this seems like

game but at Mataura real people are fighting a re

the fire is winning,

Like a good strategist Norris plays his cards carefully.

Soon there are three fire trucks on the scene, plus a tank
with more reinforcements on the way. Then another call
comes in; this time it’s a medical emergency near Rolleston.
\ quiet day is rapidly heating up and [have to leave Norris
to his fire-fighting.

In dispacching fire crews and their machines, Norris and
his colleagues around the country make lictle distinction
whether they are sending out paid staff, of which there are
only 1600, or volunteers, who number over 11,000, Indeed
the two often work side by side.

Together, the pros and the vollies staff 437 stations and
operate around 800 fire trucks and tankers. For the past
few years the number of emergency calls sat steadily around

.r cent of which have been false

63,000 annually, some 35 pe
alarms. Real fires make for another 35 per cent of all calls,

including some 4000 home incidents. The rest involve haz-




172ous substances, natural disasters and medical emergen-
cies (MEs).

In rural areas fire brigades attend anything from chain-
saw accidents to cardiac arrests, because the fire crew can
be on the scene much more quickly than an ambulance, In
cases of cardiac arrest, which requires the use of defibril-
lators, their arrival can mean the difference between the
patient surviving or not. It only takes five minutes before
irreversible brain damage begins 1o set in, “The defibrillator
jobs are one of the most satisfying to attend because just by
showing up in time and performing a simple procedure you
can save that person’s life,” Nigel Lilley says. “And it’s funny
too, because they have absolutely no recall of what's hap-
pened. They wake up and look at you totally surprised, and
ask something like ‘What are vou doing here?” And you can
smile and say: ‘Nothing, just passing through.™

" he call came through on Saturday, when they were
attending the J/ings and Wheels airshow at the
RNZAF base in Wigram. It was only a small fire in
West Melton but the conditions were tinder-dry, and

a strong southerly threatened to fan the blaze out. Lilley and
senior station officer Mike Tasker were manning the Rolle-
ston brigade’s yellow 5000-litre tanker and they raced to the
SCENE as @ SupPport Crew.

By the time they got there the fire had spread, forming
a strong, fast-moving front. It razed fields, paddocks and
windbreak hedges, then reached a plantation of pines and,
finding more plentiful and combustive fuel supply, it acceler-
ated, igniting the canopy into a uniform blaze, exploding
individual trees, leaping the roads that were supposed to
serve as firebreaks, growing in an ever-widening fan of de-
struction,

Lilley and Tasker found themselves racing along the left
flank of the fire, attempting to head it off in what is known
in the business as a pincer technique. Lilley was driving
and Tasker rode the water gun, and though the speeds of
the tanker and the fire were evenly matched, they were
making good progress, almost succeeding in cutting the
fire off to turn it back on itself. But then, unexpectedly, the
wind changed—from the strong southerly to the dreaded
nor'wester, hot and gusty, with a stronger bellows effect.

The fire front swung around, the inferno engulfing the
rest of the plantation, and Lilley and Tasker found them-
selves driving through a runnel of flames. “By then, it was
getting really big,” Tasker recalled. “There were dozens
of appliances all around the scene, and the choppers and
fixed-wing planes were starting to come in. And we were
right in the middle of it all. The smoke was so thick we had
no idea where we were, whether we were going away from
the fire or into it.”

At some point in the ordeal. Lilley, who is a man temper-

ed by experience, could not suppress a plaintive cry, “Mikey!
Let’s not get ourselves killed here!”

To make things even worse, the smoke starved their pet-
rol Firemaster water pump of air, depriving them of the only
weapon they had against the fire. There was nothing left but
to make a run for it.

By now, having burst into the open, they were driving
cross-country through paddocks, cutting fences and ram-
ming gates, partly to get through themselves, partly to open
the way for the horses and sheep to flee from the fire.

Meanwhile, at the nearby Orana Park open-range zoo
now threatened by the blaze, the rangers did not have such
luxury. With no time to truck their exotic beasts out, and as
liberating Sumatran tigers, white rhinos, cheetahs and lions
was not really an option, they were preparing to shoot the
animals to spare them the agony of death in the flames.

Lilley and Tasker got through to Orana where, alongside
many other crews and appliances, they made their stand
against the fire, restarting their pump and supplementing
the water supply from the streams and moats of the animal
enclosures. The fire took four days to put out in the end and
Orana Park and its wild beasts survived unscathed.

“We were in the field for 24 hours, home for a brief nap,
then went back out for another 24-hour stint. It took us
three or four weeks to recover,” Lilley recalled. Then as an
afterthought he added: “Best fire I've ever been to.”

The smile that ruffled Mike Tasker's imperial moustache
suggested that he shared the sentiment.

ike most volunteer fire brigades around the country,

from Stewart Island to Kaitaia, the Rolleston station

is both a community centre and a dangerous sports

club. Part of fire-fighting’s allure is the adventure, an
opportunity for problem-solving and to rise to a challenge.
However, the community that revolves around the brigade is
equally alluring, which goes back to the time of the earliest
Pakeha settlers when, out of necessity, everyone was a fire-
fighter and each fire was an all-hands-on-deck call to arms
against calamity.

This occurred especially frequently in Rolleston because
the loam soils of the region are fast-draining, and store little
or no moisture. The nor'wester blow-dries the land, desic-
cating wheat fields and pine, wattle and gum tree plantations
into tinder. All that was needed to set them ablaze was a
spark, which was provided by steam trains stoking for the
uphill elimb to Sheffield, en route to Arthur's Pass. The six
o'clock express was notorious. During dry periods fires oc-
curred most evenings and the locals would beat them down
with shovels, wet sacks and tree branches.

With time, the techniques and equipment became more
sophisticated, the organisation of firefighters more formal-
ised, but the community spirit remained.

Training sessions start with a call to attention. This signifies the transition from outside life to the serious task of life saving. Te
maintain a balance, time is regularly set aside for kids’ birthdays, Christmas parties and the occasional formal dinner.
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Hot fire drills are executed with
military precision—firefighters
advancing on command towards
the flame. The gas bottles used
in these drills create such in-
tense flames that two hoses
have to be used to deprive the
fire of oxygen in order to get
close enough to turn the tap off.










