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make rapid entry. Years later, as forcible-entry technolo-
gies and training improved, the fire ser vice began gaining 
entry much more quickly than the hoselines were being 
stretched. Firefighters were able to, in some cases, 
outpace the stretching of hand lines. 

New challenges continue to present themselves even 
today. One of the more recent changes, sparked by the 
need for energ y efficiency, is the installation of thermal 
pane windows. These windows have proved to be much 
more difficult than single-pane windows to force entry 
into and ventilate. People are now installing more 
complicated gates on windows, particularly in high-
crime areas. It is not uncommon to find whole houses in 
“cages.” Modern office buildings often utilize magnetic 
locking devices that are very difficult to force. Forcible 
entry is a constantly evolving function within the 
fire service. 

FORCING ENTRY 
FFI: 5.3.4  Firefighters should be aware of the hazards 
involved with forcing entry.  The acts of forcing through 
doors, windows, or walls can all have adverse effects on 
firefighting operations and personal safety. 

The entry point for a fire attack will usually be the front 
door. When commencing fire operation, keep in mind 
that any opening we make will also affect fire behavior. 

Depending on their locations, forcing doors or windows 
can disrupt or redirect ventilation, which can increase 
fire growth.  In very tight buildings, the simple act of 
opening the front door may cause a backdraft. This 
makes it of utmost importance to control the door after 
forcible entry.  Firefighters should be prepared for those 
changes when selecting a forcible entry target. 

In multiple dwellings, for example, where the door to 
the apartment leads into an open interior stairwell, it is 
critical to control the door so that occupants who may be 
above the fire can safely get past the fire apartment. Some 
wooden doors have panels that can be easily removed, 
and it may seem like a good idea to just remove one of the 
panels and reach in and unlock the door. If you do this, 
though, you will not be able to control the door. That 
door is just like a lid. It is the only thing that keeps the 
fire in the area of origin. The only time it may be accept-
able to remove a panel would be in a minor emergency 
or a very small fire, like a pot burning on the stove. Even 
then, many locks on exterior doors today are double 
keyed, that is, a key is needed to turn the lock on either 

side of the lock cylinder. Removing a panel will not allow 
the door to open, and heat and smoke may begin to enter 
the hall. In addition, the occupant is faced with replacing 
an entire door instead of just a lock, and we have no way 
to secure the premises if no one is home. 

As we move through this chapter, keep in mind how 
it will affect the fire when forcible entry is performed 
before a hoseline is stretched.  Sometimes the easy way is 
not the best way, as we will see. 

Forcible entry doesn’t end after we force the front door. 
The old thinking was that after the front door was forced, 
an axe or another type of chock should be placed under 
the door so it wouldn’t close behind the forcible-entr y 
team. With buildings being tighter and outfitted with 
thermal pane windows, we are more concerned about the 
air supply to the fire. Today, it is recommended that we 
control the door by leaving a firefighter there, or making 
sure we throw the slide bolt so that the door can’t relock 
and closing the door. 

Once in the fire area, we may still have to perform forcible 
entry. It is not uncommon anymore to find a window gate 
with a padlock or a locked bedroom door. Many dwellings 
appear to be one- or two-family homes from the outside, 
but may in fact contain many single-room occupancies, 
each with their own locking devices. Some may even be 
padlocked from the outside with the occupant inside. In 
some businesses, where employers are concerned with 
employee theft, employers will lock some employees in 
the workplace overnight. It is also not uncommon to find 
emergency exits locked, or locks that can’t be opened by 
hand. The fox lock is a lock that is sometimes found in 
commercial buildings. Employers have been known to 
remove the knobs that enable the door to be opened. 

Firefighters entering any situation should always be 
thinking , “ What is my second means of egress ?” A 
firefighter was killed in New York City in the 1990s when 
a room he entered to search exploded with fire, and his 
only way out was a fire escape that contained a padlock. 
The first thing we should do when entering any room is 
check to see if the second way out is accessible. 

SPECIALIZED FORCIBLE-ENTRY 
TOOLS 
FFII: 6.3.2  Some forcible-entry tools, including the 
Halligan tool and the power saw, are used for other 
purposes on the fireground and are covered in chapter 
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typically employed to force inward-swinging metal 
doors, but they have many other applications as well. 

When practicing with the tool, become familiar with the 
number of pumps needed to fully open them and how 
much the jaws spread with each pump. Check these tools 
frequently by placing them under a load to verif y proper 
operation (figs. 12–5 and 12–6). 

Fig. 12–5. Integrated hydraulic forcible entr y tool 

Fig. 12–6. The rabbit tool 

Bolt cutters 

Fig. 12–7. Heavy-duty bolt cutters 

Heavy duty bolt cutters are useful and effective tools for 
numerous cutting situations. Padlocks, bolts, chain links, 
rivets, and reinforcing rods are typical cutting tasks for 
bolt cutters. These tools come in 18, 24, 30, and 36 in. 
(46, 61, 76, and 91 cm) sizes. Bolt cutters will not cut 
case-hardened steel (fig. 12–7). 

Battering ram 
Sometimes the oldest and simplest tools are still the 
most effective. Case in point is the battering ram, a 
35-in. (89-cm) 35-lb (15.9-kg ) one- or two-person tool. 
Invaluable for reaching trapped firefighters, battering 
rams can breach solid doors or concrete and brick walls 
(fig. 12–8). 

Fig. 12– 8. Battering ram 

Keyless garage door entry tool 
Firefighters needing access to garage doors can have a 
difficult time forcing an opening. The keyless garage 
door entr y tool will unlock nearly any overhead garage 
door that uses an automatic opener. The firefighter slips 
the tool between the garage door panels to pull the 
emergency release rope attached to the automatic opener 
and manually lift the garage door (fig. 12–9). 
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Fig. 12–16. Firefighter cutting American Lock Series 2000 

lock with power saw 

Fig. 12–17. Firefighter removing American Lock Series 

2000 lock with pipe wrench 

Door locks 

Rim locks. Rim locks are locks in which the body of 
the lock is surface-mounted on the inside of the door. A 
cylinder extends through the door to the outside, where 
the lock is opened by a key. A vertical bolt lock is secured 
to its mating plate in the same fashion a door hinge is 
secured by its pin. To remove the lock, you must destroy 
it (figs. 12–20 and 12–21). 

Fig. 12–18. Demonstrating the use of a key tool on a mortise lock 

Fig. 12–19. Exploded view of mor tise lock 

The following three general types of locks—mortise, 
rim, and cylindrical—are described next. Forcible-
entry techniques for each lock type are described in the 
succeeding sections concerning different types of doors. 

Mortise locks. A commonly used lock before bored 
cylindrical locks became prevalent, mortise locks have 
seen resurgence in recent commercial and residential 
construction. 

Typically, a mortise lock installation includes a lock 
body (installed within the “mortise cut-out” in the door) 
and the lock trim, and  includes a variety of designs, a 
strike plate, and the keyed mortise cylinder. This final 
piece operates the locking and unlocking function of the 
mortise lock (figs. 12–18 and 12–19). 

Fig. 12–20. Rim lock 
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Fig. 12–25. Opening a fox lock with 5/32 square tool 

Magnetic and electric strike locks. These types of 
locks are typically found on outward-opening entrance 
doors, gates, and inward-opening doors to large multiple 
dwellings and commercial buildings. 

All magnetic locks will work only with DC current. 
You may come across a magnetic lock that comes with 
an AC power supply, but here the AC voltage is being 
converted to DC in the lock. All magnetic locks are 
fail safe. This means that they need a constant source of 
current to remained locked. If power is removed the lock 
will open (fig. 12–26). 

Electric strikes are often used for “buzz in” type of 
systems. Electric strikes come in many varieties. They 
may be fail-safe or fail-secure (fig. 12–27). 

 A fail-safe electric strike needs power to keep  
it locked.  

 A fail-secure electric strike stays locked even  
without power.  

The most common by far is a fail-secure. When using 
a fail-secure electric strike even without power, it stays 
locked from the outside coming in. For egress or getting 
out, a door knob or lever on the lock allows for safe exit. 

Forcing entr y. Outward-swinging doors should be 
forced with conventional forcible entry using a Halligan 
tool and flat head axe, including doors with two magnets 
(top and bottom) or three magnets (top, middle, 
bottom) running down the side of the door frame. Start 
at the top and work downward. When the top magnet 
releases, it may be necessary to put the axe or chock into 
the space and let the Halligan slide down the gap to force 
the next magnet. When you reach the bottom magnet, 
you can pivot the axe so its wider width is able to hold 
the gap further open and assist in releasing this magnet. 
Some doors may only have a top magnet located about 

6–8 in. (150–200 mm) away from the door frame on the 
handle side. These doors can be forced with the Halligan 
tool by prying down on the adz or popping it with a 
hydraulic tool if it’s an inward-opening door. 

Fig. 12–26. Magnetic door lock 

Fig. 12–27. Electric strike door lock 

In some cases, firefighters can use the blunt end of the 
tool and strike the door near the magnet while also 
pulling on the door handle. The force from striking the 
door near the magnet and the pull on the handle will 
allow the magnet to be freed from its receiver. This will 
not always work, but offers the possibility of quickly 
opening the door in some cases. 

Hydraulic spreading devices are the tools of choice to 
force inward-swinging doors with electric strike doors 
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Outward-opening doors. When the hinges are 
visible from the outside, the door will swing toward the 
forcible-entry team. These types of doors are usually 
found in commercial occupancies, including places of 
public assembly, which are required to have doors that 
swing in the direction of egress for life safety purposes 
(fig. 12–30). Strip mall storefronts, for example, should 
have outward-opening tempered glass doors with 
aluminum frames, known as aluminum stile doors. 
The glass is heat treated to add strength (fig. 12–31). 
We often find outward-opening metal doors in factories 
as well. 

Fig. 12– 31. Aluminum stile door 

Fig. 12–30. Outward-opening door 

Tempered glas s doors. This type of door is usually 
distinguishable by its lack of frame and little or no trim. 
The lock is usually found in the bottom stile. Its tempered 
glass is four times stronger than plate glass. If smashed, it 
will explode into little pieces (fig. 12–32). 

Fig. 12– 32. Tempered glass door 

Sliding doors. Sliding or patio doors are really door-
sized windows that glide in tracks. They first appeared in 
the Southwest in the United States in the 1950s. Sliding 
doors provide wide, easy access between indoors and 
outdoors (fig. 12–33). 









246  FIRE ENGINEERING’S HANDBOOK FOR FIREFIGHTER I & II 

need to position the jaws of the tool as close as possible 
to the locks in order to force the door (fig. 12–43). 

Fig. 12– 43. Angle iron on inward-opening door 

Through-the-lock technique. When using the 
through-the-lock method, we are normally going to 
be dealing with two types of locks, the mortise lock 
and the rim lock. We are going to be using the K-tool to 
remove the trim ring and the face of the lock cylinder. 
After getting a bite into the cylinder, the tool’s blades will 
lock onto the cylinder and then be leveraged out. In the 
case of aluminum stile doors with mortise pivoting dead 
bolts, a pair of vise grips may be used to turn the entire 
cylinder housing 1/4 turn clockwise to bend the two 
set screws that hold it in place. The cylinder can then be 
spun completely out of the door by turning it counter-
clockwise, allowing it to be manipulated with the key 
tool as described below. The cylinder can be reinstalled 
at the conclusion of the incident. 

Mortise locks. The key turns a cam that slides the bolt 
out of the strike. To open the lock after the cylinder 
has been removed, use the key tool. Before pulling the 
cylinder, note the position of the keyway. The keyway 
would normally be found at the 6 o’clock position. Use 
the bent end of the key tool and slide the bolt from the 
5 o’clock position to the 7 o’clock position. If the slide is 

found at the 7 o’clock position, then move it over to the 
5 o’clock position. 

Note:  If the lock has a dead bolt mechanism that 
prevents the bolt from moving , you must 
depress the dead bolt mechanism with the end 
of the key tool while sliding the bolt. If after 
doing this, you still find that the latch is in 
the locked position, continue rotating the key 
until you make contact with the spring-loaded 
latch lever, found at the 3 or 9 o’clock position. 
Depress this latch to release the spring latch. 

Rim locks. The key turns stem on the end of the cylinder, 
which fits into the back plate of the lock. We are going 
to insert the straight end of the key tool into the slot and 
turn left or right. If you cannot insert the key tool into 
the slot because a shutter is present, or turn it because 
the night latch is thrown, take the point of the Halligan, 
insert it into the opening , and drive the lock off the door. 

Note:  The lock may have a shutter that closes when 
the cylinder is withdrawn. Some firefighters 
carry a dental pick or a ground-down screw-
driver to get at the shutter. 

Forcing inward-opening doors using a Halligan 
tool and flat-head axe. The method we use to force 
these types of doors depends on the position of the door 
in the frame. They may be flush fitting or recessed. 

Flush fitting. These doors may be forced using the adz or 
the fork end of the Halligan tool. When using the fork 
end of the tool, place the concave end of the tool facing 
toward the door. Slightly canted for ease of penetration, 
as the tool is being driven in between the door and the 
jamb, bring it to perpendicular to avoid being driven 
into the jamb. After the tool has spread the door as far as 
possible, push the tool away from the door. Place the adz 
end of the Halligan tool 6 in. (152 mm) above or below 
the lock. Drive it into the area between the door jamb 
and the door. Avoid penetrating the door stop. Pry the 
tool downward and out. 

Recessed doors. The fork end of the Halligan tool 
cannot be used for these types of doors. We will only use 
the adz end of the Halligan tool, in the same manner as 
in the flush fitting doors. 

Note:  Realize that to force an outward-opening door, 
sometimes the adz needs to get behind the 
door. This will require the entire head of the 
Halligan to get in between the door and the 
jamb. This will take some time and effort (a 
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Note: 
 After forcing the door you need to secure it, to 

make sure it doesn’t come down behind you. A 
portable ladder or a 6-ft (2-m) hook propped under 
the door works; if these are not available, use vise 
grips on the track. 

 Keep in mind that this may not be the best point 
of attack if there is a fire in the garage. If there is 
a front door, you must also make entry there and 
make sure that fire is not extending into the house 
through an opening between garage and house. You 
don’t want to save the garage and lose the house. 

 When overhauling garage fires with overhead 
doors, make sure to inspect where the door track 
supports pierce the ceiling. It is often not spackled, 
so an opening in the Sheetrock® may be present that 
would allow extension. This is sometimes missed 
because the open door hides this likely avenue of 
vertical extension. 

Forcing entry. The primary point of attack will be the 
padlocks. Cutting the padlocks is usually the fastest way 
to gain entry. When cutting padlocks you also must 
remember to pull the pin that holds the lock to the hasp 
on the gate (fig. 12–47). After the pin is pulled, you must 
manually lift up the gate. 

Fig. 12– 47. Pin in roll-down gate 

If it is not feasible to remove the locks, you should then 
attack the gate itself. Sometimes the gate is little used 
and so may resist raising even with the locks removed. 
Sometimes the fire may have warped the door. The idea 
is to cut the gates and remove the slats. Removing the 
slats will free up the slats and release the tension on the 
gate. There are two methods to do this: 

1. Make an inverted V cut. When doing this, leave a small 
piece at the apex uncut as this will allow the gate to 
stay in place while finishing the cut. 

2. The second style is a slash cut. Make two parallel 
cuts from top to bottom and pull out the middle 
slat above the highest lock. Then pull out the 
remaining two slats on either side. This will release 
the gate (fig. 12–48). 

Fig. 12– 48. Slash cut 

Note: It is generally a good idea to open all the gates 
at the same time at a serious working fire. 
Cutting gates will also chew up a blade very 
quickly ; so if you have a lot of cutting to do, 
make sure you set your priorities and get the 
main gate first. 

Forcing hurricane-resistant garage doors. One of 
the more interesting doors that firefighters come up 
against are hurricane-resistant doors. By their nature 
they are designed to withstand severe forces of nature. 
Forcing this type of door requires a team of firefighters 
using hand tools, a power saw, and bolt cutters. As with 
previous methods of forcing doors, size-up is critical 
before committing firefighters to the task. Access to 
this door usually requires the removal of a pad lock 
and the cutting of the door near the lock mechanism to 
make it accessible. 

Forcing entry to security gates or roll-down gates. 
In many urban areas it common to find roll down gates 
protecting the entrances to commercial establishments. 
Access to these buildings can prove to be a challenge. 
Forcing this type of gate requires a team of firefighters 
using hand tools, a power saw, and bolt cutters. As with 
previous methods of forcing doors, size-up is critical 
before committing firefighters to the task. Since this 
involves any incident with heavy fire, the main purpose 
is to allow for access to quickly attack the fire. 
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the rest of society is our professionalism. 
We should treat every home or business we 
respond to as if a close relative owned it. This 
means when we have opportunities in non-life-
threatening emergencies to create less damage 
by opening a window rather than breaking it, 
we should do so. 

Fig. 12– 49. Plate glass window 

Tempered glas s. Tempered glass has been treated 
either chemically or in a thermal process to add strength 
(fig. 12–50). In addition to the increased strength, 
tempered glass shatters into soft-edged tiny fragments 
instead of the sharp-edged shards of typical pane glass. 
Side and rear windows of automobiles are made of 
tempered glass. 

Fig. 12–50. Tempered glass 

Wired glas s. A wire mesh fed into molten glass during 
manufacturing adds strength to wired glass. Usually 
installed for doors and roof applications, wired glass 
keeps objects from breaking through, and when the glass 
is broken, the wire holds pieces together. Ideal for deter-
ring burglaries, wired glass can also inhibit the spread of 
a fire (fig. 12–51). 

Fig. 12–51. Wired glass 

Lexan® . Lexan® is a polycarbonate resin thermoplastic 
glazing that has an impact resistance 250 times greater 
than safety glass (fig. 12–52). It will not shatter and is 
half the weight of glass. It is self-extinguishing and has 
one-third the conductivity of glass. 

It is usually found in high-crime areas or areas that are 
prone to vandalism. Fires where Lexan® is involved are 
very difficult to ventilate since Lexan® cannot be broken 
with conventional forcible-entry tools. 

Forcing entr y. The best tools to use are either a power 
saw with a carbide-tipped blade or a reciprocating saw 
(e.g., Sawzall®) with a coarse wood-tooth blade. The 
reciprocating saw is slower than the power saw. If neither 
of these tools are available, the Halligan tool and axe can 
be used to force the framing or mullions, thus making 
it possible to remove the whole pane of Lexan®. If the 
window is at ground level, a portable ladder can be used 
to push in the whole assembly. 

Casement windows. Casement windows open 
sideways at the turn of a crank. The advantage is that 
the whole window can be cracked slightly and still (with 
the handle removed) prevent entry by intruders. These 
windows are a disadvantage for the fire service given that 
vent and access are limited by the way they open and 
their small size. They close tightly because the lock draws 
the sash against the frame. The handle can be removed to 
add additional security (fig. 12–53). 

Double-hung windows. In double-hung windows, 
both sashes move up and down vertically. (A single-
hung window has only the bottom sash that moves.) 
Some have key locks that attach to the top rail of the 
lower sash. They can be used to keep the window shut or 
partially open. The lock pins into the jamb (fig. 12–54). 
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Flathead axe and Halligan. In the hands of firefighters 
who know how to use them, the irons are the “master 
keys” for all-purpose forcible entry on the fireground. 
Use the adz end of the Halligan driven by the flathead 
ax as a muscle-powered version of the air chisel to shear 
off burglar bar hinges or connections. Use the point 
end of the Halligan to attack burglar bar gate hinges. 
Position the point on the top of the hinge, and use the 
ax (or maul) to pound the claw point down and split 
open the hinge assembly. Once again, if the lower and 
center connections can be broken at two or three points, 
very often you can bend back the bars from the loosened 
points and use leverage to either break the remaining 
connections or move the bars completely out of the way.1 

Window gates. Instead of fixed burglar bars, some build-
ings actually have a gate that can be opened. The gates 
themselves may be may be operable by pushing a button 
to release them (or by the operation of a smoke detector 
tied directly to them), or a key may need to be turned 
inside. Sometimes the gates have padlocks on the inside. 
Note that fixed bars as well as gates that need keys to open 
are typically prohibited by building and fire codes; however, 
many people in high-crime areas install them illegally. 

Note:  Recently building owners have begun installing 
metal window enclosures on top of the window 
gates and window bars, while a building is under-
going renovations or foreclosures. These will have 
to be forced prior to attacking the window gates or 
window bars (fig. 12–62). 

Fig. 12–62. Metal window enclosures 

In multiple dwellings that have fire escapes, you will 
find window gates attached to the inside of the window. 
The upper and lower hinges are screwed into the 
jamb (fig. 12–63). 

Fig. 12– 63. Window gate 

Forcing entr y. You will need to open the window 
and attack the hinges. Attack the top hinge first with 
the Halligan tool, and afterward attack the bottom 
hinge. When both hinges have been removed, slide the 
gate toward the lock, and this will open the window 
two-thirds of the way. 

Note: 
 Do not kick the gate, as this could result in the gate 

jamming and your wasting time. Also keep in mind 
that you may find padlocks on the inside. When 
entering a room, size up the situation first, and if 
there is a lock, remove it. 

 It’s a good idea when searching a large fire area (big 
apartment) to establish a second means of egress. 
You wouldn’t want to get cut off from the way you 
came in and only then find out that the windows 
had gates or bars on them. Determine early on if 
there are accessible windows, and make one into 
a second means of egress remote from where you 
came in, just in case. 

Window guards. Window guards, also known as 
“child guards,” are usually three to four horizontal 
bars that interlock and slide into a prescribed opening 
(fig. 12–64). The device is installed on the lower 












