Battalion Firefighter Related Articles


1. History – The term aide is the anglicized version of the French, aide-de camp meaning an “assistant in the field”.  An officer appointed by a General to assist him in the performance of his duties.  Thus, the paid fire service is a semi-military organization and has adopted a military type rank and command structure befitting to its requirements, which includes Aides to the Chief Officers.  Simply stated, a firefighter appointed by a Chief to assist him in the performance of his duties.

Originally, the Chief’s Aide was known as the Chief’s Chauffeur and commonly called the “Chief’s Driver”.  The Chief’s Driver was a firefighter detailed from the unit where the Chief had his headquarters to the particular Chief.  Department Orders later appeared wherein a firefighter was designated as such, e.g., “Fireman John Roth, Engine Co. 7 is hereby designated as Chief’s Chauffeur to Deputy Chief John Binns, 1st Division”.  Around the time of the inception of the 3-platoon system into the New York Fire Department that the term Chief’s Chauffeur was changed to Chief’s aide.  However, Chief’s Aides are still commonly referred to as the Chief’s Driver.  In other major cities such as Boston, the Chief’s Aide was termed the “Chief’s Messenger”.  Later on, Boston changed the title Chief’s Messenger to Chief’s Aide.

2. Relationship – When a Captain was to be eventually promoted to Battalion Chief, he in most instances, approached a man in his Company that he liked and admired for good and solid reasons, to become his aide.  Usually, for a member to be asked to drive his Captain as a Battalion Chief was indeed, considered a true privilege which also conveyed sincere trust and respect on the part of the Captain toward the member’s friendship, job knowledge, skill and, a degree of ability coupled with being a ‘heads-up fireman’ possessed with good experience and intelligence to capably perform as a Chief’s Aide for the newly promoted chief.

In other cases, Chief Officers more or less, inherited aides in the Division or the Battalion they were assigned to.  These aides who were available after their boss either retired or transferred to another command in a different part of the city that for one or another reasons, prevented the aide from going along with his chief.  This is an on-going and continuous familiar occurrence that happens.  But however a Chief obtains an aide, a warm, friendly and trusting relationship should prevail and exist between them along with a high degree of loyalty as the keynote of their job relationship.  Loyalty between a chief and his aide is and should be recognized as a two-way street, both up and down.  It is acknowledged that loyalty cannot be demanded.  Loyalty must be earned – and this directly applies to both parties.

3. Loyalty – Because of the close relationship of a chief and aide, and before a member accepts the duties of a Chief’s Aide both should sit down and have a talk in an effort to clearly discuss in full detail, all basic factors that impinge on their personal and subsequent working relationship.  This should readily include duties, requirements, responsibilities plus any and all relative wants and needs that may enter into their overall functions to and with each other.  A clear and vivid understanding should be arrived at with each other before a full commitment is acknowledged and agreed to between them.

When they start and thus continue to work together, they should bring about a good, functioning “team” that should constantly be strived for and gradually improved.  The aide should never let his chief down.  The chief should render similar support to his Aide by enlightening him and encouraging him and being of direct assistance in the carrying out of his numerous duties.
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“Busier than a one-armed paper hanger with the itch” describes the aide to any chief upon arrival at a “worker”.  “So much to do and so little time in which to do it” is another commonly used phrase that also applies to his activities when things are popping.  But unless a “7-5”, “9-2” or second alarm or a call for a special unit is required the instant he hops out of the car, his first and most important duty is to get to the nearest telephone and give the dispatcher a quick report of conditions; - not necessarily a complete detailed report, but a brief outline of the situation presented.  The detailed report by phone can be given later, say within 20 minutes.

High-ranking officials get all first alarms whether in quarters or “on the air”.  Their intimate knowledge of the city plus years of experience cause them to “perk up” when alarms come in from certain localities.  Allowing a reasonable time to elapse, their sixth sense causes them to ask the dispatcher “What’s doing,” at a particular box, and not infrequently the reply is “We have no report from the first-due chief, but citizens have been ‘phoning in asking us to send more help”, or “We have nothing on it from the first-due chief, but the police report…”

The delay in getting in that all-important “flash” to the central office may be due to the chief’s indecision concerning the necessity for a second alarm.  It may be that instead of sending the aide to a telephone for immediate contact with the dispatcher, he assigned him to “look over the rear”, a procedure which takes time and effort particularly at night.  It may be attributed to having the aide seek other information for him.  But all of these jobs are time consuming and delay communication with the dispatcher to his chagrin when those at the head of the Department are awaiting information.  It’s a wise chief’s aide, therefore, whose first question to the chief, on arrival, is “What report shall I give NOW?”

If, after sending the preliminary,-say it’s “one and one”, the aide returns and finds that the conditions have compelled his superior to put all hands to work, there is no reflection on anyone’s judgment for that and the aide should be quick to get back to the booth and inform the dispatcher of the changed situation.  In fact it is his duty to do so in order that the information maybe passed on the Deputy Chief (if not present) and to any other official who may have an inquired about conditions.  The same procedure holds good whenever a special unit is called after the preliminary report has been sent.

These reports are particularly necessary where there is loss of life or injuries to citizens, or where incendiaryism is suspected.

There are times, of course, when the regularly assigned chief is not in quarters at the time an alarm is received.  The live-wire company officer in command at the scene knows just about how long it should take the chief to arrive, under normal conditions, and when that time has passed without the chief making an appearance the company officer should be quick to get a preliminary report to the dispatcher.  We realize, of course, that at all times in suburban sections and in urban districts at night, telephones are not readily available for a quick report; but that is a poor alibi when one remembers that there is a telephone at hand in the nearby quarters of the company first-due at the fire.  And why not use the two-way telephone that may be found in certain special units present?



Chiefs’ Aides Wear Many Hats

By Thomas J Dillon Deputy Chief (Retired) FDNY

Any attempt to define the duties of a chief’s aide must start with an understanding of the relationship between a chief and his fireman aide, for it is vastly different from the usual relationship of a superior and an assistant. The aide is more often a confidante, an ally and a sounding board, upon whom a chief officer places the greatest reliance.  As the strong right arm of a chief, an aide is an integral part of the basic chain of command, and his work has been aptly described as being more closely related to that of a junior officer than to that of a fireman.  Furthermore, the unique triple role of the aide-as firefighter, administrative assistant and chauffeur- appears to be unparallel in any other branch of government service.

The following outline of the duties and qualifications of an aide represents the opinions of a number of chief officers who have served in various types of areas-from outlying to densely populated districts and from heavy commercial to light residential districts:

Firefighting

1. Acts as eyes and ears of a chief in making surveys of a fireground, advises the chief of the progress of units, recommends additional reinforcements or redeployment of units, and advises on fire conditions, life endangerment and exposure problems.

2. Keeps chief informed of newly arrived units and where they are located on the fireground.

3. Establishes and operates communications center at fires and other emergencies.

4. Operates mobile and portable radio equipment, requiring good knowledge of Federal Communications Commission regulations and department radio procedures and must have acceptable radio delivery voice.

5. Must be well versed in firefighting tactics and strategy to carry out and relay orders of chief without necessity of chief going into detailed instructions.

6. Transmits calls for additional alarms, emergency equipment and progress reports and receives messages for chief – all of which demand preciseness and accuracy in an area where errors can be tragic.

7. Must be able to keep a cool clear head under the most extreme conditions.

8. Must have better than average knowledge of buildings, streets and water supply throughout his response area.

9. Must have a good knowledge of available public utilities, rules and regulations and department orders pertaining to shutdowns of various services.

10. Must be knowledgeable in the use of technical equipment such as gas detectors, radiation detective devices and other special equipment.

11. Act as liaison between his chief and company officers.

12. Acts as liaison with the police department and members of the working press in gathering and disseminating information in regard to injured civilians, DOA’s and other related matters.

13. Acts as a public relations consultant and information center a fire scene.

14. Must be adept at dealing with many different types of personalities to properly perform public relations and liaison duties.

15. Relieves chief officer of details, thereby allowing him to concentrate on main responsibility of fire management.

16. Gathers and records relevant data for subsequent typing of fire and emergency reports.

17. Performs increased fire duty by virtue of responding to fires over a wider geographical area than company units.

Administrative duties

1. Performs office clerical procedures, including the preparation of fire and emergency reports as well as daily, weekly and monthly reports.

2. Must be able to cope with an extra heavy workload during periods of snow emergencies, limited recalls, holdovers, etc.

3. Acts as recording clerk, filling clerk, community relations adviser, payroll clerk, typist and duplicating machine operator.

4. Requires good knowledge of fire department report forms, filing systems, procedures, regulations and directives.

5. Must be adept at writing reports, drawing maps, and compiling statistics.

6. Checks incoming and outgoing reports for accuracy.

7. Receives and transmits telephone communications to and from assigned units and to higher headquarters.

Chauffeuring duties

1. Insures that chief’s vehicles and equipment is in proper working order.

2. A better than average geographical knowledge of the district is required.

3. His competency as chauffeur and knowledge of traffic patterns and response routes allows the chief to concentrate on radio messages pertaining to the fire, thereby permitting the chief to plan fire attack strategy while en route and thus prepare to promptly assume command upon arrival.



Salary Survey

A 1970 nationwide survey disclosed that 17 cities pay a salary increment above that of a fireman to chief’s aides.  These cities and the annual increment granted are as follows:

City

Annual Pay Above Fireman

Nashville

Lieutenants salary

San Francisco

$1,104

Oakland, Calif.
$1080


Indianapolis

 $ 755

Tulsa, Okla.

  $720

Washington

  $590

Dallas


  $432

Portland, Ore.

  $333

Memphis

 $ 430

Oklahoma City
 $ 200-400

Boston


 $ 225

Louisville

  $225

Birmingham

 15%

Los Angeles

 5.6%

El Paso

 5%

Miami


 2 ½%

In the New York City Fire Department, where aides receive only a fireman’s salary, the Fire Chief’s Association of that department representing over 400 active chief officers has petitioned Fire Commissioner Robert O. Lowery “to establish a new job title with a salary commensurate with the duties and responsibilities of our assigned Chief’s Aides.”

It appears that throughout the fire service there is a growing awareness of how important chief’s aides are to fire fighting efficiency and administrative effectiveness.



Over the years, the Battalion Firefighter has gone by different names.  He started out being called the Chief’s Chauffeur and was also known as also the Chief’s Driver.  Later that term was changed to Chief’s Aide or Battalion Aide. 

The fire service is a semi military organization and as such, it utilizes some military procedures and terms.  One such term is Battalion Aide or Chief’s Aide.  The term is derived from the French word aide-de-camp which is defined as “a military officer who helps an officer of higher rank to do his duties”.   

The Chief’s Aide often was hand picked by a newly promoted chief from among his trusted and respected firefighter brothers.  He chose a senior, knowledgeable firefighter, one he respected and liked.  They would work the rest of their careers together side by side as a team.  His chosen Aide learned on the job from the other senior Aides.  He already knew firefighting and was tutored in the administrative portions of his new job until he was up to speed.  Already a senior and respected firefighter, he had no trouble dealing with the other firefighters and officers in the house.  Most likely, this new Aide was a seasoned engine or truck chauffeur already quite familiar with emergency response.  This senior firefighter quickly fit into his new job and excelled at it.  

The landscape of FDNY has changed and the pool of senior firefighters has dried up.  Today, new Aides often are taken from the ever increasing pool of junior firefighters.  Often they do not sign on as permanent aides, rather they do one to six month stints in the battalion.  They do not have the luxury of being tutored by senior aides and it is much harder for them to learn their jobs than in the past.  They learn from other junior aides if they are lucky and are often taught by junior chiefs.   They learn and then go back to the company.  When they again go back up to the battalion, they often have to re-learn parts of the job.  

Today’s Battalion aide has many new responsibilities and duties.  He needs skills that were not required of the Aides of old.  This coupled with the deficit of senior aides to act as trainers, has created a need for a new training course.  In order to address this training deficit, the department has instituted a new training program for Battalion Firefighters.  Yes, Battalion Firefighters, not Battalion Aides.  The Aides job has expanded over the years.  He has more to do, needs to know more and has a tougher job than ever before.  He is an integral part of the Battalion firefighting team and plays a crucial part in insuring the safety of both civilians and firefighters.  In the office, he is the engine that keeps the department moving.  
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