You Have to Love It

Will Malkin’s Road from Skeptic to Fireman
"When you join up there it's like a family," Will Malkin said fingering his Redding Ridge Fire Department pager.  "You go through a lot of stuff together and you make a lot of new friends."  Will is one of the six or seven students at Barlow who may leave school to respond to fire and ambulance calls. "Sometimes there are five calls a week.  Other times there are none."

"My brother was up there," Will said, "and I used to make fun of him.  'Oh fireman this and that.  Cat up in a tree.'  But then I went up there and I went out on a couple of calls with him and saw what they did. I thought 'Wow, that's cool."  Will laughed.  "So when I turned sixteen, me and a bunch of my friends joined and we've been up there ever since."

"First you start," Will said, leaning back and adjusting his maroon Beaver State college hat, "and you're a proby - you're on probation and they just give you crap."  He went on to describe how he worked his way up the Fire Department equipment hierarchy.  "I go on all the calls.  The guys who are always there get the good stuff.  I've got my bunker boots, bunker gear - pants, helmet, gloves and the airpack.  All that stuff."  Suddenly conscious of the tape recorder, Will leaned forward and added, "Of course everyone has very safe equipment."

"I've got enough qualifications right now to be a paid fireman as soon as I'm eighteen," Will said proudly.  He leaned back in his chair and smiled out of the corner of his mouth.  "I've taken a 175 hour Firefighter I course.  I'm in the EMT course here.  I've got my state exam for that on Saturday.  I've done a lot of stuff on the side for it like 'Instant Command.'"

At the fire it's experience and rank that run the show.  "First," Will said, "you have to go up to someone with more rank then you, like an incident commander.  [At my first structure fire] I went to my chief and he told me to go ventilate windows and look for hot spots.  Then we took charged line and fought the fire."  Will paused then added, "You do what you're told, really.  Everybody does the same thing.  Just do what you have to, get it over with as soon as you can and make sure nobody gets hurt."  

Will described that fire almost as a job, but the excitement became evident in his voice and his blue eyes.  "It was cool because you could put everything you learned into something. Finally!  Ah, I've learned all this stuff and now I can do it.  You have to love it a little bit."

"[Structure fires] are really dangerous," he admitted, "but you do all this training for it.  I think for me and everyone else up there, our all time goal is to save someone from a burning building."  He sat up and nodded his head for emphasis.

Will was modest however about his own heroics.  "I've helped," he said about saving people.  "It's not like one person - hero, you know, doing everything.  It's everybody in a group.  Everybody does their share."

"The best I've ever done was in my hospital hours at Danbury for my EMT course.  I did respirations with an amu bag on a guy that was in cardiac arrest."  The excitement was back in his voice.  "It's really weird cause it's reality - Bang!  We got his heart going again."  Will took a deep breath.  "I don't know what happened to him.  I went on to the next guy."

"You get a certain respect [as a firefighter]," Will concluded.  "You get to go on the calls and help people and it makes you feel good.  It's a lot of responsibility and stuff."  He paused and looked serious for a moment.  "It's exciting.  We just like helping people."  Will leaned back, folded his arms and smiled.  "That's all."
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