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Life in a Firehouse 

Summary 

I decided to write about a culture base (Life of a firefighter/EMT), which I 

have prior and current experience with.  I am a firefighter; I also have family and 

friends who are firefighters. This gives me an inside perspective to this culture.  I 

have had the opportunity with this Ethnography to gain an outside perspective.  In 

my field research, I chose to utilize a questionnaire in hopes it would yield more 

insight. I also conducted one-on-one interviews of firefighters within Clarkston 

Fire Department to get a “feel” for what their life is like as a firefighter and how 

they fit in to the culture of the firehouse.  I stopped into the fire house more often 

over the last couple weeks as well to further observe the Firefighters in their 

normal habitat.  The questionnaires seemed to be futile, as I received only two 

back although I included the results of them within my study.  I was able to 

interview a couple individuals.  These along with my own experience and 

observations are my main sources of information into the culture of the firehouse.   

 

 

  

  

 

The Environment  

 

At first glance the firehouse does not appear to be a home-like environment.  As one 

walks into the Clarkston Fire Department, they are met with an office environment where the fire 

department secretary and firefighters conduct their various paperwork and reports.  The walls are 

lined with filing cabinets, computer desks, computers, and shelves containing various books.  

There are multiple chairs, tables and a projector screen that gives you the sense that meetings or 

gatherings might be held here.  As you walk further into the firehouse, you will enter the hallway 

that leads off to several rooms: two storage rooms, two bathrooms, and the fire chief’s office.  At 

first sight the bathrooms may not seem to be what they are; with the signs that hang on the 

outside of the doors labeled “Poisonous Gas”.  To anyone walking through, they might think 

there is actually poisonous gas being stored within.   To the right there are two different entry-

ways into the apparatus bays in which all the fire engines, ambulances and firefighter gear are 
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housed.  These entry ways also lead to the entrance of the dormitories upstairs.  There is only one 

set of stairs that leads up to these sleeping quarters.  At the other end of the building there is a 

fire pole, which is not in use, but used more for a decorative aspect of the fire department.  

Straight ahead from the hallway the room opens up into a living room and kitchen area.  While it 

may seem small and in-hospitable at first glance, it is a very cozy, comfortable place to relax 

after a long day or a rough call.  The living-area style room consists of four reclining chairs, a 

big screen TV and some end tables.  It is a small room, decorations or memos line the walls.  The 

living room connects to the kitchen with no doors present or between the two rooms.  There are 

two refrigerators, and two microwaves to provide ample room for firefighter’s usage of them 

during meal times or storage of food.  There is a dining table centered in the kitchen.  As one 

walks upstairs, they will find the dormitories, a captain’s office, a couple of storage rooms, and 

also a fitness room.   

 

From an outside perspective it may appear to be nothing, but a work setting, but from in 

insider’s perspective, there is much more to the firehouse than simply this.  The firefighter’s not 

only work here but they live here, firefighters work for 24 hours shifts every other day.  They 

socialize here; have meetings and family gatherings here.  It is a 2
nd

 home to many of the 

firefighters and a 2
nd

 family or an extended family.   

  

The Firefighter Rituals 

 

Many gatherings are held at the firehouse, from fundraisers to simple open house events 

like:  potato or spaghetti feeds.   The fire chief is almost always the star cook of the main courses 

served at these events.  The Clarkston firefighters are very involved within the community and 

offer time or services to various events.   

 

Firefighters from this department participate in the Relay for Life each year, Fill the boot 

(A fundraiser for Muscular Dystrophy), Rocking on the River (A community rock concert held 

each year).  Each year firefighters from Clarkston set up hose lines and spray water on anyone 

attending the Rocking on the River concert that wants to cool off.   National Night Out (a 

community event provided by public safety officers for prevention of drugs) is another big yearly 

event for the firefighters.  Firefighters from CFD play important parts in each of these events.  

Clarkston Firefighters also participate in the down town trick-or-treating, and the summer-time 

“Alive after Five” downtown event, parades, and up until last year Clarkston firefighters also 

provided EMS services on standby for the yearly Fair/Rodeo.   

 

Another yearly ritual is Fire prevention week (which is actually a month long event).  

During this event, children from all the local schools come to the fire house to learn about fire 

safety.  They are shown the engines, and what a firefighter looks like in their gear and sometimes 

they even get to try the turn-out gear on.  The Clarkston Fire Department also holds a puppet 

show for the younger classrooms, with live music and dancing!  Among other things, firefighters 

do in or for the community:  CPR classes are offered, fire extinguisher classes, fire inspections, 

fire alarm installations, and blood pressure checks.   

  

 

Languages 
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Through my observations not only in the last few weeks, but also through the last six 

years, I have learned that firefighter’s have their own language.  Granted English still exists 

within this culture.  The general public rarely hears the true language of a firefighter.  The 

language differences between the general population and a firefighter/EMT are the multiple 

acronyms and the medical terminology that many lay people would not understand or recognize.  

Much of a firefighter/EMT’s language is abbreviated weather it is in written or spoken form.  

Examples include acronyms from both sides of the spectrum (fire and EMS) such as:  SAMPLE 

(which is short form for signs/symptoms, allergies, medications, past medical history, last oral 

intake, and events leading up to current event), OPQRST (short form for onset, provokes, 

quality, radiates, severity, time), or AVPU (short form for alert, verbal response, pain response, 

unresponsive).  If you speak these terms to any EMT, they will know exactly what you’re saying, 

while an individual in the general population may not.  Much of the firefighter/EMT’s language 

is made up of medical terminology similar to this and used to talk from one firefighter to another 

to explain what it is we need to relay.   

 

On the firefighting side, “Mayday” is the one word no firefighter every wants to hear.  

That is a call for help from another firefighter in trouble.  When a “Mayday” is called, all radio 

airways are cleared except for traffic pertaining to the mayday incident, the individuals calling 

the mayday, repeat it three times like this example, “Mayday, mayday, mayday” to ensure the 

message is clear and concise.   The officer in charge confirms the Mayday and follows with 

instructions.  Radio traffic can also be confusing language for anyone listening in.  With codes 

for calls like: Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, Delta or Code red, Code blue, indicating to 

firefighters/EMT’s how bad the call could be by this one word.   

 

Backgrounds of Firefighters 

 

Firefighter’s come from a very varied background, some have other jobs, some resigned 

from their other jobs to become full-time firefighters, and some are just firefighters that work at 

multiple fire agencies.  Clarkston Fire Department has firefighters that are married, single, 

widowed, divorced and some that have kids, while others do not.  There are both Male and 

Female firefighters, older and younger generation firefighters within CFD.   

 

Clarkston Fire Department encourages family values and welcomes family members to 

the station.  Family gatherings are held regularly to allow firefighter families to socialize with 

one another.  There is a summer and Christmas party held each year.   

 

Being a firefighter can be hard on the families.  Firefighters work long hours, 24 hour 

shifts every other day, sometimes more.  The job is stressful, and sometimes can fold over into 

home-life.  Some firefighters state that their families are supportive regarding their occupation 

[Gludt][Anderson], while others have divorced because they are gone too many hours, the job is 

too dangerous or the stressors were just too much to handle. One thing I have observed through 

the years within this fire department is the many troubles with relationships outside of the job 

and how the job can conflict with this.   

The children almost always seem to be very proud of their parents and/or excited that 

their parent is a firefighter.  Many of the children even state they will be a firefighter also when 
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they grow up.  Some firefighters became one because it was family tradition or they have family 

currently in the fire service.  I explored this a little more on ProQuest and found one very 

interesting and unique article that indicated a father followed in his son’s footsteps.  The article 

states he,” wanted to keep an eye on his son’s safety.” [“Father-son teams answer call of duty as 

volunteer firefighters.”]  Another article I located discussed how a daughter followed in her 

father’s (along with uncles and cousins) footsteps and entered the fire service.  She is also 

studying to be an EMT/Paramedic and is the first and only female firefighter currently serving on 

her fire department. [“She’s continuing family tradition”].   I am also an example of following 

family tradition; my brother and uncle are firefighters.  Without my brother’s encouragement, I 

would not have tested into the fire service.   

 

When asked where current firefighters see themselves in 5-10 years, all state they will 

still be in the fire service.  Many indicated hopes of promotion to a captain or higher level EMT 

(Paramedic)[Gludt].  When asked how they would have answered those 5-10 years prior to 

entering the fire service, many had different answers.  Very few saw themselves doing this for 

their career, and in fact several I interviewed saw themselves going down another path.  One 

stated he wanted to go into Law enforcement [Gludt]; another was heading towards being an 

Electrician [Anderson].   
 

Values and Beliefs (and the Job) 

 

Many of the firefighters in Clarkston Fire Department are volunteer’s that is the largest 

employee base working at the fire house.  With 30 volunteer firefighter’s and 12 full-time and 5 

reservist.  Most of these 30 volunteers have other jobs or work with other area fire departments 

(Asotin County Fire Department, Lewiston Fire Department, Asotin City Fire Department and 

Clearwater Paper Fire Department).   

 

There is a command structure as shown in the chart below.  Clarkston Fire Department 

does not utilize Lieutenant’s nor does it have a battalion chief as some fire departments do.  

There are both full-time captains and volunteer captains.  On the EMS (Emergency Medical 

Service) side, the level of care provided and the lead medical professional on a call is determined 

by the EMT certification a firefighter has.  The Paramedic is always the lead on a call as they are 

the highest EMS provider.  If there is not a paramedic on a call but an ILS and a Basic, the ILS 

will be the lead provider on the call.  The following flow charts show this in further detail.  

 

Chain of Command for Clarkston Fire Department 
 

Structure of Fire Department Command 

 

 
Department Fire Chief 

 
Captains 

 
Individual Firefighter’s/EMT’s 

 

EMS Command Strture 

 

Paramedics 

 
EMT-ILS 

 
EMT-IV Airway 

 
EMT-Basic 
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The firefighter’s might tell someone asking that this “life” (being a firefighter) involves a 

great deal of trust, competence, empathy, as well as strength.  You have to have these in order to 

do the job effectively you must be able to have faith in and trust those your working with.  If 

something goes horribly wrong, fellow firefighters are the ones counted on to step up and get the 

job done.  An example of this:  In a firefighting situation, there is always a RIT (Rapid 

Intervention Team) on standby.  This team is designed to be ready and prepared to rescue a 

downed firefighter should a firefighter go down in a fire, this is their main job.  They prepare 

equipment and get their hose line ready and they wait at the ready in case they are needed.  It 

may seem a boring job, but it is likely the most important one.  A firefighter never knows when 

bad thing could happen, if a floor or roof collapses, or a firefighter is trapped or lost, so many 

things can go wrong.  Fire is unpredictable and every firefighter will convey that you have to 

learn to respect that and never under-estimate its power.  No matter how much training or 

experience.  This RIT team means life or death for a downed firefighter, their training and 

experience and preparation can make all the difference.    

 

From what I have witnessed through the years, this seems to be why firefighters stick 

together so well and appear to become so much like family.  They see the worst together, they 

experience it and they overcome and move on to the next together.  This is the life of a 

firefighter.   Firefighter’s and EMT’s (which in Clarkson Fire Department goes hand in hand) see 

the worst of the worst, they save lives but they also lose them, they are threatened or experience 

physical violence on calls (even though they are there to help), they have to tell loved ones their 

son, daughter, mother or father is gone, while at other times they help bring life into this world or 

save someone from the brink of death.  Clarkston Firefighter’s are constantly training and 

maintaining their practical skills of the job every day, through OTEP (which is an ongoing EMS 

training schedule) and fire drill training.  If a firefighter’s life is in peril, they rely on the skills of 

fellow firefighters to rescue them.   In short, Firefighter’s care, it is why most chose to do this 

work.  

 

One of the important things I have observed is that every firefighter has an area or several 

areas of interest, some have better skills with rope rescue while others specialize in confined 

space.  Some are better attuned to the EMS (emergency medical services) side of the job while 

others enjoy the firefighting better.  One thing is sure; every firefighter has something they are 

good at and brings into the fire department to share.  They may vary in personality or their 

backgrounds but at the fire department they are a team and a family.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 In my interviews and the questionnaires, it was clear to me that some firefighters choose 

this work because it’s a family tradition, some for a challenge, some for the title or money.  

Some choose it for the adrenaline rush while others may have had a multitude of reasons.  From 

my observations and interviews of Clarkston firefighters, It boils down to everyone had different 

reasons for coming into this career but right beside all these other reasons lies the fact that each 

and every one of the firefighters doing this job for whatever reason, cares about the community 

and its people and wants to do something good.  Sometimes it is thankless, sometimes the calls 

become too much to bear.  But that one call, that one time a firefighter saves someone, or they 
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save a family pet or they save a home from being destroyed.  That one time changes things and 

reminds each firefighter why they do what we do.   

  

When asked, every firefighter at Clarkston Fire Department has a good story to tell 

whether it is Fire or Medical related.  If asked every one of the firefighter’s can tell you of their 

worst or their best calls, remembering them in vivid detail.  I have witnessed the telling of many 

firefighter stories.  Watching the firefighter’s describe their stories, makes it apparent that there 

is always that one call you never forget, it stays with you, and every firefighter has one.   

 

 

Graphs and Statistics 
 

The following graph represents the total annual calls for the Clarkston Fire Department and separates them into Fire 

and Medical calls as well.  Notice the drastic different in call volume from 2009 to 2010.  This is due to the change 

in medical services from “first response” to “ambulance transport” and the change in area served.  In 2009 Clarkston 

Fire Department served both the city limits and Asotin County, in 2010 that changed and CFD now only serves only 

the city limits. 

 

 

This following graph represents the Total count of Firefighter’s which staff the Clarkston Fire Department and their 

individual positions within the fire department.  Full-time staff also includes the Fire Chief and the Secretary. 
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This following graph represents the individual medical certifications held by firefighters working within the 

Clarkston Fire Department.  Each firefighter is required to eventually obtain their EMT (Emergency Medical 

Technician) Licensure; however some newer members do not yet possess this or are currently working on it. 
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