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Firefighters ready for any base emergency

By Tech. Sgt. J. C. Woodring

48th Fighter Wing public affairs 

ROYAL AIR FORCE STATION LAKENHEATH, Suffolk –  At the beginning of his watch, Airman 1st Class Kevin Gantt stands at attention with his bunker gear and the rest of his fellow firefighters for roll call. There, the fire chief verifies that everyone is accounted for, and he passes on important safety information before dismissing those who had just worked a 24-hour shift.

“When I was little, I wanted to be a firefighter,” said Gantt, “but after I grew up, I didn’t think too much about it.”

That changed after Gantt discussed joining the Air Force with his Tucson, Ariz., recruiter.
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“My recruiter said that [being a firefighter] was the best job in the Air Force,” he said. 

But, Gantt wanted to see for himself, so he had a friend take him to Davis-Monthan Air Force Base, Ariz., to talk to some of the guys who were actually Air Force firefighters as well as checking out some other jobs the recruiter recommended.

“That’s when I made my decision,” he said.

Now, Gantt works 24-hour shifts at Lakenheath’s Fire Department where at least a couple dozen firefighters staff three stations ready to respond to any emergency at all times.

After the U.S. civilian, Ministry of Defence civilian and Air Force crews swap out at the 7:30 a.m. roll call each morning, all of the people just coming on duty have one hour to take their gear to the trucks they are assigned to and ensure all the vehicles and equipment work properly.

Following this inspection, they take a short break before they begin the day’s details.

“This is the time for us to do some cleaning above and beyond the normal daily cleaning,” said Tech. Sgt. Raymond Harper, assistant fire chief. “The previous crew got everything ready for us before they left.”

The crew breaks as a team for lunch at 11 a.m. While most of them cook their lunches in the station kitchen, others just bring their food back to the station to eat together in the break room.
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“We have a kitchen here to cook our own food, or they can go out to eat as long as the ‘crash crew’ stays on the flightline,” said Harper.

After lunch, the firefighters police up the station and make sure everything is in order before they start their group training. This training is rotational academic classes on everything from structural fire response to dealing with hazardous materials.

While a lot of the instruction is held in the classroom, the firefighters have a training area near the flightline where they can get some hands-on training as well. There they have a “smoke house” for structural fire training, a mock aircraft, several vehicles and tanks used for confined-spaces training.

“If you’re claustrophobic or afraid of heights, this is definitely not the right job for you,” said Harper.

At 4 p.m., the firefighters workout at the station gym until dinner at 5 p.m.

“Sometimes we work out a little longer, and it just cuts into our dinner time a little,” said Gantt.

Although the firefighters’ routine is structured, the nature of their job sometime makes it impossible to stick to it. 
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“All of our routine is based on us not responding to emergencies,” said Harper. “If earlier hours were busy, then everything else gets pushed back to after 5 [p.m.] it can make it a really long shift.”

Lakenheath’s firefighters respond to about 1,000 emergencies each year.

“These can be in-flight emergencies, medical emergencies, structural fires or other ‘smells and bells’ as we call them,” said Tech. Sgt. Brian Garcia, 48th CES fire prevention office. “Most of our calls deal with either unattended cooking or candles.”

Once the firefighters get dinner, they have personal time for the rest of the evening.

“That’s when we can work on our (career development courses), watch TV or pretty much do anything we’d do if we were at home,” said Gantt.

Each firefighter has a room at the fire station to use while they’re on duty, and beginning at 10 p.m. is quiet time where only emergency messages are announced throughout the fire stations so everyone can get as much rest as possible.

Then, at 6 a.m. the firefighters get their morning wake-up call.

“Good morning Lakenheath Fire Department. Good morning Lakenheath Fire Department. The time is now oh-600. The time is now oh-600,” is announced on the intercom.

At 6:30 a.m., the crew starts their work call where they double check the fuel levels in the trucks and ensure everything is ready for the next-day’s crew.
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Finally, at 7:30 a.m., they pass the watch onto the next day’s crew.

“Being an Air Force firefighter is different from being a civilian [one] because not only do we have to deal with the standard emergencies that they have to deal with, but we have to know how to work with military equipment as well,” said Harper.

The military doesn’t have “probies” like many people saw on documentaries of the New York Fire Department after the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. However, the fire station leadership ensures they aren’t pushed into anything they aren’t ready for.

“Normally, we’ll put new troops on the lowest [priority] truck and bring them up slowly,” said Harper. “But, within two months they’ll be driving the trucks on calls.”

Gantt has been at Lakenheath for more than a year now, and responding to in-flight emergencies or middle-of-the-night alarms has become routine – Something he couldn’t have imagined before he joined the Air Force.
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