Alan V. Brunacini
April 18, 1937–Oct. 15, 2017

C

hief (Ret.) Alan Vincent “Bruno” Brunacini,
80, passed away Sunday, Oct. 15, 2017, in his
hometown of Phoenix, Ariz. He was born on
April 18, 1937, in Jamestown, New York. When he was
about 5 years old, Bruno’s family relocated to Albuquerque, N.M., where he graduated from Highland
High School. He moved to Phoenix as a young man,
and in 1958, he joined the Phoenix Fire Department
(PFD). One year later, he married his best friend and
sweetheart, Rita.
He moved up the fire-department ranks, holding
every sworn position. Along the way, he took note of
what worked and what needed fixing. When he promoted to Fire Chief in 1978, Bruno sparked a muchneeded revolution. A gentle-hearted philosopher with
a keen wit and kind disposition, his leadership creed
was sincere, smart and simple: Prevent harm. Survive.
Be nice. Bruno’s primary focus was firefighter safety.
Second only to that, he told his charges, take gentle
care of our citizens. He was a dedicated advocate for
“Mrs. Smith”—that’s the name he chose to represent
any fire-department customer. Treat Mrs. Smith with
respect, he said. Be kind, show compassion. Chief
Bruno was nothing if not genuine, and he showed
those he worked with the same gracious consideration
he expected for the citizens of Phoenix.
Bruno’s humor and candor made him a favorite at fireservice conferences and symposiums. His sweet brand
of leadership proved infectious, and other departments
across the nation began adopting his customer-service
philosophy. When his 1996 book, “Essentials of Fire

Department Customer Service,” was featured in The
Wall Street Journal, leaders and bosses from all industries heeded his straightforward advice. Bruno’s other
books include “Command Safety,” “Timeless Tactical
Truths,” “Anatomy and Physiology of Leadership,” and
the renowned “Fire Command,” which many credit for
improving how firefighters operate on the scene of
hazardous events. Chief Bruno and his sons eventually used the principles of “Fire Command” to develop
Blue Card, an innovative training and certification program that has trained 35,000 firefighters to date for the
challenges faced at structure fires.
Bruno retired from the PFD in 2006 after 48 years
of passionate service. The quintessential object in
motion, Bruno continued lecturing, writing and teaching. He was a graduate of Oklahoma State University’s
Fire Protection Technology program, and he had a
Bachelor of Science and a Master of Public Administration from Arizona State University. Bruno was always
learning. You would often see him scribbling notes
on 3 x 5 cards he kept in his pocket. He had faith that
anyone at anytime could have something clever to say,
and he didn’t want to miss it.
Bruno is survived by his beautiful wife Rita; his sons
Nick (wife Michele) and John (wife Holly); his daughter
Candi (husband Ryan); his grandchildren Alex, Alana,
Chelsea, Lauren, Olivia, Katie and Maria; and a loyal
tribe of co-workers and friends. He lives on as the
angel on our shoulders, reminding us to “Be Nice,”
even when it’s difficult.
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A Love Story: Strong & Sweet
A note from the woman who helped
Bruno build his legacy.
BY RITA BRUNACINI

A

lan and I met at a gym
in
Albuquerque,
New
Mexico—a heavy-iron gym.
He worked there between semesters at University of California at
Davis (Cal Aggie), building his own
body and helping kids—little and
big—build theirs. The owners were
good friends, and Alan helped
them hang doors now and then.
They had decided we should meet
because I worked for a veterinarian,
and Alan loved animals and wanted
to become a dairy farmer.

said the two smartest things he
ever did were to join the fire
department and marry me (not
in that order). After joining the
fire department, Alan continued to do janitorial work, attend
school and teach school. He
soon fathered our three children.
It was decided he was working himself too hard (doctor’s
orders), so I went to Phoenix College to earn my nursing degree.
It was a very busy time—
staying one step ahead of the

The thing he loved the most was the fire department &
the men who did the work...He made you his life.
Alan and I became friends, and
after several months, we started
dating. I was living with my sister,
and she was not too happy about
this. Alan looked a bit like a mafia
type, with curly black hair, baggy
jeans, an inside-out sweatshirt with
the sleeves cut at the elbow, and
old-man shoes—his happy clothes.
Alan graduated from Cal
Aggie, but he decided he hated the
weather in Albuquerque and didn’t
want to return. He decided to attend
Arizona State University for some
basic knowledge. He didn’t like to
ask his dad for money, so he started
a janitor business with a friend
and took a summer job building
churches with a former girlfriend’s
father.
In Phoenix, Alan found the fire
department, and our lives changed
the day he was hired. He has always
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bill collectors. When I got my
nursing license, we sold the janitor business, and Alan settled in
to get a BS degree in political
science and master’s degrees
in public administration and fire
protection. (At that time, the fire
protection degree was a twoyear program in Oklahoma.)
He lived his life doing what
he wanted when he wanted. The
thing he loved the most was the
fire department and the men
who did the work. He even built
Young, fit and beautiful: Alan met Rita while
our home with friends from the fire working at a gym in Albuquerque.
department. He was not loved by
everyone, however, and his bosses
worked for, with and over. Alan loved
in the city and some in the union firemen; he thought they were the
did not care for him and tried to fire real heroes. He was always happiest
him or have him fired a number of when he was with them.
times. His goal was always to protect
He made you his life. Thank you
the people of the city and make life from the bottom of my heart for
better and safer for the people he caring for him at the end.

Left: Rita (on the right) working as a V.A. surgical
nurse; Center: Nick, John and Candi before they
were old enough to make real trouble; Right: Alan
and Rita. Married, but acting like two teenagers
madly in love.

The Brunacini clan.
Top row from left: Ryan, Candi, John, Holly, Nick and Michele.
Bottom row: Lauren, Alana, Maria, Alex, Olivia, Katie and Chelsea.

Bruno & Rita, flirting.

Sweethearts holding hands.
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If You’re Gonna Be a
Bear, Be a Grizzly
Simple truths passed from
grandfather to granddaughter.
BY ALANA BRUNACINI, BRUNO’S GRANDDAUGHTER

Alana and her grandfather, solving the mysteries of the universe.

M

y grandfather said, “If
you’re gonna be a bear,
be a grizzly.” He also said,
“Never trust someone who doesn’t
like cookies.” As a child, these things
were funny, mostly because he was
talking about bears and cookies. As
an adult, my grandfather’s simple,
almost whimsical truisms are no longer funny, as they had been through
the world view of a child; they make
sense, and I see their wisdom.
I will always remember his funny
little sayings. I’ll remember him
showing me how to do things. I’ll

7

B SHIFTER

remember him letting me go with
him wherever he went. He only got
mad when someone hurt my grandmother’s feelings, or if the paint on
his green pick-up got scratched.
He was always doing something.
He never complained. He never
said, “I’ll do it later.” He never
said, “No.” He loved to watch the
pets do the silly things pets do. He
loved to eat as a family. He always
chopped the vegetables for our big
salad. He had a wonderful sense of
humor, and his laugh filled the whole
house. He beamed with pride when

a project was complete. Something
more than pride beamed off him
when he spoke of his family.
His very presence was an influence, just watching him and getting
to be around him. My grandfather
taught me how to be like him without directly telling me to be like
him. He never told me what I should
or shouldn’t do. He never made
comparisons to someone or something as though it were better. He
just knew what he liked, knew what
he thought was good, and that was
that. He liked green, he liked cats,

His certainty in everything—from his favorite color, to his favorite meal, to the
irrefutable value of a teddy bear—taught me how to be certain, how to trust myself.

he liked fire trucks and he liked us.
I’m grateful I got to spend so much
time with him and learn so much from
him. So many things my grandpa
said are permanently imprinted in
my mind. I will never fully trust anyone who doesn’t like cookies.
Sometimes his influence was not
just through osmosis, but through
interacting with him, when you got
some of his time. For as long as I can
remember, I would plop down in one
of his office chairs while he worked
at his desk. Into adulthood, I continued to plop down right across from
him. My grandfather would humor
me as I asked him questions about
the world and told him stories about
my day while he was trying to write.
Eventually, one of us would bring
up something the other could not
ignore, and then we were off into a
winding, four-hour conversation. We
were utterly pleased with ourselves
and our discourse on humanity and
the truths of the universe. I learned
a lot about the world, myself and
my grandfather during these talks.
His openness to people’s flaws, their
struggles and his belief in their inherent potential taught me how to truly
believe people are valuable. He was
always paying attention. Always. His
ability to observe a person, to read a
room and to make note of things was
astonishing. I learned that perception is as valuable as it is dangerous.
His certainty in everything—from his
favorite color, to his favorite meal,
to the irrefutable value of a teddy
bear—taught me how to be certain,
how to trust myself.
Through our talks, my grandfather showed me that I was valuable,
that I was worth his time and I had
important things to say. He taught
me about being open-minded, and
how to question things around me.

He taught me about being confident
but also kind and humble. He taught
me how to have perspective without
being jaded. He taught me about the
value of service and giving people
your time.
These talks were filled with
laughter and seriousness, insight and
a good disagreement here and there.
In one of our sessions, I questioned
if it was acceptable to be a polar
bear. He thought quietly and looked
slightly irritated. Finally, after a long
pause, he pointed his finger at me
and said with his eyes bright, “Yes.”

As Alana grew older, her grandfather’s cute sayings, which seemed
sweet and funny when she was a child, took on deeper meaning.
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Bruno, left, with his dad John.

Big Al: brawn and brains.

Bruno, left, with a cool pick-up.

Alan Vincent Brunacini
Bruno is shown here working on Engine 1.
Years later, he would purchase this exact
vehicle and restore it to full glory.

Guns, shades and a cool set of wheels. Rita didn’t stand a chance.

Alan in the front yard of his first house in Phoenix.

Home of the Hornets: Alan graduated
from Highland High School in Albuquerque

Bruno in Oklahoma with college friend Jim Lett and an
infant Nick Brunacini.

Bruno, right, with his
brother, Jack.
Childhood home in Albuquerque, which his father built.

Bruno on the
Fire Frontier
Reflections on a big-city fire chief’s influence
on the rugged Montana fire service.

PHOTO STEVE LAUER

BY BRIAN CRANDELL, ED.D., FIRE CHIEF (RET.)

From left: John Culbertson (Director of Montana Fire Services Training);
Alan Brunacini; Brian Crandell (author) and Chief Robert Flikkema
(Amsterdam, Mont., Fire Department). This picture was taken as Bruno
made a spot-on and humorous observation regarding the human condition.

A

lan V. Brunacini was a friend
to many folks in many places,
including Montana. He was a
fine friend, a fine leader and a fine
person.
Alan came to Montana to
work with our firefighters and
peace officers in the early 1980s,
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invited first, and frequently thereafter, by Fire Chief Butch Weedon.
Montanans have been reading Alan’s
work since he started writing articles. He continues to create a lasting
influence on responders in Montana
because of who he was as a person
and as a leader of providing service

to Mrs. Smith. Alan may have been
from a big city, but he connected with
Montanans exceptionally well. He
even listened to country music.
For perspective, to say Montanans live in a rural place would be
an understatement. To people who
study demographics, Montana is the
frontier.
Alan was pretty comfortable on
the frontier.
The Montana frontier is also
home to some pretty straightforward firefighters and peace officers.
We work hard, we want to improve
our work, we cooperate with our fellow responders, we love our families
and we care for our neighbors. Alan
fit in Montana’s frontier-responder
community like he had lived here his
entire life.
Alan influences us because he
worked hard, and he was always
learning to do his work in a better way.
He made simple, practical, doable-inthe-street work out of what seemed
like complex ideas. Customer service
and safety were the two constant critical factors in his work and in the work
he shared with us.
Montana firefighter Steve Lauer
called Alan “The B-Man.” “B” for
helping us be nice and be safe.”And,
of course, “B” for Bruno.
Alan cared for his friends, and
he made house calls. When he
learned that his friend Fire Chief Ken
Mergenthaler was ill, he visited Ken
and his wife Sue at their home in
Eastgate. Alan sat with Ken and Sue

at their kitchen table and visited like
the old friends they were. He gave
people hope and created optimism
because he showed up to deliver
selfless, understated, courageously
present acts of kindness, including
when circumstances were challenging. As Alan said, “You call, we haul,
that’s all.” His haulin’ made and continues to make an uplifting difference
in people’s lives.
Undersheriff Dan Springer (who is
also a retired deputy fire chief) was a
friend and student of Alan’s for more
than 25 years. He called Alan a Godfather: He was wise beyond words.
He was compassionate when appropriate, he was tough when required,
and he loved through actions and
relationships. He listened with intense
focus and answered with simple, sage
words. He personified the word humble and gave grace to everyone.
s a Godfather, Alan knew what
he wanted, and he had a very
effective way of asking for it.
He helped us stay within the lines
(sort of…) but always encouraged us
to expand the lines to get better at
our work. Alan knew his business, he
meant business, and he came to do
business. We appreciate Alan as a
Godfather, especially given his Sicilian heritage.
A most durable adage that Alan
has given us is to, “Keep going. Do
what’s next.” He lived those words
every day, through thick and thin. He
showed us that no matter how much
road rash you are experiencing,
showing up and taking the next step
in the process of making the world a
better place is a standard to live by.
Alan helped many folks in Montana
gain perspective on challenging circumstances, always offering insights
and strategy that helped us find
opportunity in every crisis. He was
gritty, resilient and persisted throughout his life, all with a happy heart. His
words and actions live on, appropriately, through the persistent work of
his many students and friends.
Alan is remembered every day

A

This picture of a young Bruno (right)
proves he was a frontiersman at heart.

when we care for Mrs. Smith, every
time we work to improve the service we provide, and every time we
support our firefighters and peace
officers. We keep going, and we’re
doing what’s next, every day.
On behalf of Montana’s firefighters and peace officers, thank you,
Alan, for caring for your friends in
Montana. And thank you, Rita, Nick,
John and Candi for sharing your husband and dad with us.

Background Info
Montana is the 4th largest state by
area. With about 1 million folks, we
have the 4th smallest population. On
average, there are about seven people per square mile, and our 16th largest “city” has fewer than 5,000 people.
We do have 3 million cows, one U.S.
Representative, and, at one time,
about 100 ICBM missile silos.
Brian Crandell and his family
are honored to be among Alan V.
Brunacini’s friends in Montana. Brian
remains a student and practitioner of
Alan’s work, enjoying the “dry cold”
south of Bozeman, Mont. Full disclosure: While Montanans enjoy a winter
of “dry cold” (25 below), Alan preferred to visit in the summer to get
away from the “dry heat” (117 above)
in Phoenix. He referred to coming
to Montana in the summer as “an
IQ test.” We are fortunate that he
passed those IQ tests every time we
invited him.
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Ethics Lessons
from Grandpa
What I learned from the man who
was so good at being good.
BY ALEX BRUNACINI, BRUNO’S GRANDSON

I

n all the ways that matter, my
grandfather (Alan Vincent
Brunacini) raised me like I was
one of his sons. He did this, like he
did all things, with great care and
deliberate intent. The intent I refer
to is Grandpa’s desire to improve
things, to fix things, to clean things,
to restore things, to reinforce
things, and to do all this in a way
that would withstand the test of
time. He has left everything he has
touched, every place he has been,
and everyone he has known better
than he found them. Looking back,
this was something that resided at
the core of his being: compulsive,
non-discriminatory improvement.
I loved Grandpa for his character,
his humor, and his unconditional
acceptance of and regard for me,
but I looked up to him (hero level)
for how good he was at being
good. Luckily, for a grandson, I got
to spend a lot of time with him and
he with me. He, of course, did his
best to improve me during our time
together. My grandfather helped
me learn how to become an ethical man.
Sometimes Grandpa’s ethical
lessons were straightforward. The
most basic lesson: Take out the
trash. However, Grandpa not only
told me to do this, but he accompanied the edict with a tale—a tale
of a fire station in turmoil: crewmen
at each other’s throats, bad blood,
and hostile workplace environs for
all. The source of this acrimony was
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Beneath the unruly canopy of an African sumac, Alex realized the value of his
grandfather’s favorite tools: patience, hard work and personal pride.

I knew I’d made him proud of me. I was proud of me
too, like the moon glowing with the sun’s light.
a debate/Cold War regarding who
should have to take out the trash.
Grandpa thought the feud was silly
and just de-trashified the place himself (in more ways than one). It was
easy for him, plus relations at the station improved. If something is simple
and helps people, why not do it?
Many of Grandpa’s lessons were
taught through the lens of home and
garden care. Often these lessons
caused me to question in exasperated
silence, “What if the work is complex,
difficult, time-consuming, and of no
immediate benefit to anyone else?”
These “lessons” tended to involve
sledgehammers, electric saws, concrete, and steel applied to everyday
household projects like gardening,
fence-mending, and (most illuminating for me) light-bulb installation.
randpa’s house sits on the
corner of 31st Avenue and
Orangewood Avenue. In
2013, a set of external lights on a
wall facing 31st Avenue had begun
to attract the attention of local hooligans engaging in hooliganism. (They
were breaking our lights! Churlish!)
Grandpa and I fiercely commenced
an arms race of light-fixture-protection technology vs. miscreants’ blunt
objects. We started with wire guards,
but soon escalated to cast aluminum,
tempered glass, then raised brackets
buttressed by conduit. Nevertheless,
each successive defensive armament
eventually met with desecration.
Our audacity to illuminate our wall
was matched only by the hooligans’
destructive prowess.
Of course, Grandpa refused to be
defeated! His triumph was eventually
attained with structural steel round
tubing, heavily drilled by Grandpa
himself on his home drill press to
allow light to escape. The hooligans
desisted at last, beaten soundly by
over-craftmanship and sheer determination. If you ever drive by the

G

eastern wall of the Chief’s
house after dark, you will
see his custom lights are
still shining. If something is
complicated and difficult,
but makes the world (even
if just a wall) a brighter
place, why not be proud
of it?
I was not spared
Grandpa’s innate desire to
improve things. Grandpa
was delighted when he
noticed one day that I
was internalizing some
of his lessons. I was in
the boughs of our African sumac tree with a
machete, gently lopping
off excess tree to unburAmong Bruno’s lessons: Protect what is
den the branches and
allow more light to reach vulnerable, persevere and let your light shine.
the remaining leaves, with
the added bonus of tree beautification. Grandpa was raking nearby
and filling a trash can (to be emptied
sooner than later). He offered me
an electric tool to speed my work. I
declined, telling him I felt more connected to the tree and the work with
the manual tool and that I would do
a better job with it, even if it was a
bit slower. He told me, “I’m proud
of you.” While I knew intrinsically he
was always proud of me, it was different this time. It was very definite.
I knew I’d made him proud of me. I
was proud of me too, like the moon
glowing with the sun’s light. Despite
Grandpa’s love of gardening, I don’t
think he was proud of my tree-trimming abilities. Rather he was proud
that I—like he—had learned the lessons of taking personal pride and
pleasure in good work, in making
something better, in maintaining
something.
I miss him, and I miss his lessons.
I will endeavor to live up to them and
pass a few of them on.
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Breakfast with Bruno
A lifetime friendship forged
on the road & over breakfast.
BY VINCENT DUNN, DEPUTY CHIEF (RET.)

I

t was 1988, and I had just published my book, “Collapse of
Burning Buildings: A Guide to
Fireground Safety.” As the book
gained popularity, I began receiving
invitations to lecture at conferences
and symposiums across the country. I
stood at the back of the room at one
such lecture opportunity, awaiting
my turn to speak, when I overheard
two fire chiefs talking. One said, “We
are having Alan Brunacini speak next
month.” The other chief asked how
much Bruno charged. The response:
$5,000. I delivered my lecture and
collected my usual $200 fee. The
following week, I received a call to
speak at another conference. “Have
you ever had Alan Brunacini lecture
for you?” I asked. The caller said yes.
I told him, “My fee is the same as
his.” I couldn’t even say the amount!
I became increasingly curious
about Bruno. While I was the division
commander of one of the FDNY’s
high-rise divisions, the Phoenix Fire
Department sent an assistant chief
to New York to evaluate our highrise firefighting procedures. I seized
my opportunity; I figured this chief
would tell me the real story. One
night while touring our firehouse,
I asked him, “Tell me the truth. Is
Alan Brunacini as good as everyone says he is?” He replied, “Chief,
every year, each firefighter and officer in the Phoenix Fire Department
has a performance evaluation that
rates you from 1 to 10; 10s are rarely
given. Most good firefighters get a
5 or 6. Chief Brunacini received a 10
rating his first year as a rookie, and
has gotten 10s every year since.” He
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Alan and Vincent Dunn, on the road in 2003.

continued, “This year, as chief of our
department, he received a 10. The
mayor even asked him to run the
post office mail-delivery service as
well as the fire department.”
As time went on, it seemed I was
following Alan around the country. A
fire department would invite him to
lecture, and then I would soon follow. I remember one day I was being
picked up at the airport at the same
time Bruno was being dropped off
for his departure. My firefighter/driver
said, “There goes Chief Brunacini!”
We waved as we passed one another.
At one symposium in Galveston,
Texas, Alan and I were the featured
speakers. When we met in the hotel
restaurant for breakfast, the place
was busy. We sat at our table, hungry, and we waited and waited for
our server, who took care of every-

one except the two main speakers.
We talked and talked, but we never
got served. Finally, we had to go
back to our rooms to prepare for our
seminar—still hungry.
Another breakfast story. Many
years ago, the Quebec (Canada)
Firefighters Union asked Alan and
me to testify about minimum staffing for ladder companies. After
Alan and I checked into the hotel
the first night, we began walking to
our rooms. I noticed he was limping; he said he had just had surgery
on both knees. My room was closer
to the front desk and didn’t require
stairs, so Alan and I switched rooms.
The next morning, I ordered room
service, but it never came. I figured
Canadian room service wasn’t as
good as it is in the United States.
When Alan and I met to start the day,

I told him how hungry I was because
my room service had never arrived.
He started snickering and said he
was wondering who had sent him
the wonderful surprise room-service
breakfast.
ater, when Alan gave his
testimony, he regaled us all
with humorous and infuriating stories about the bitter battle
fought in the United States when
the National Fire Protection Association passed its minimum staffing
standard. Our side lost, but had a
wonderful time with the Quebec
firefighters. During our week in
Canada, Alan and I talked a lot as
we traveled to and from the courthouse. He often spoke of his two
sons, Nick and John. He expressed
typical fatherly love, but there was
something else. He truly admired
what they had accomplished on
their own, without relying on his
reputation. He spoke of their fireservice careers, their online interactive training company and their
international expansion of the command system he had created. (Nick
was in Australia at the time.) They
had also started an online magazine called B Shifter, he said, and he
asked me if I would be interested
in writing an article for it. That was
seven years and almost 30 columns
ago. My column in B Shifter, “Structural Components,” inspired me to
write a soon-to-be-published book
called “Building Construction the
Firefighter’s Battlespace.”
People often say New York
firefighters are suspicious of everyone. Some fire officers I knew were
intimidated by Alan’s reputation.
Before they were going to meet or
work with him, they would ask what
kind of guy he really was. I would tell
them, “Relax. He is a great guy, and
like everyone else I know, once you
meet him, you will love him.” I never
had anyone tell me I was wrong.
Alan Brunacini, Bruno, was a
good friend, a fellow traveler, and I
will miss him.

L

Bruno spent decades traveling and lecturing. The author often spoke at the same
events. It was as if they were following each other around the country.
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F

rom the time Alan Brunacini was a kid, he began saving things he deemed important:
newspaper clippings, letters (those he received and copies of those he wrote), tips and
mementos. Bruno was just 15 when he clipped the “I AM WHAT I KNOW” text shown in

the collage above and on the following page—a testament to who he has always been and who he
would become. The following pages show a small selection of treasures his family found in his office.

1958 21st birthday card.

Newspaper clipping announcing
chief’s election to NFPA board.

1983 Fire Chief ID card.

The chief’s creed.

Family’s first suburban.

Oklahoma State Brochure.

Letter from Alan to Jeff Griffin, Phoenix
Fire Department captain (ret.).

Bruno’s Christmas safety
article, 1959.
Alan V. Brunacini quits the
local union, 1967.

1971 Arizona Republic article.
A fire hydrant in the living room?

Letter from good friend Bob Sangiacomo, 1958.

Pay stub, 1961. “SAFETY—IT PAYS.”

Die Tired, Not Bored
Immortal epigrams from a grandfather
with brains, heart & backbone.
BY CHELSEA BRUNACINI, BRUNO’S GRANDDAUGHTER

M

y mom rarely calls me
without issuing a warning text first: “I’m going
to call you.” On Oct. 15, as I went
to pour my first cup of coffee for the
day, I saw her picture pop up on my
phone without the usual alert. I got
the feeling something was wrong.
My feeling was confirmed when
I answered the phone. “Let the
dog out and come over,” she said.
“They think grandpa died.” I am a
very emotional person in general,
a trait I, without a doubt, inherited
from my father’s side of the family.
I was instantly overcome with tears
and a sense of disbelief. To be honest, even though he was 80, I had
never given much thought to my
grandpa’s dying. He had been taking steps to maintain good health
for years—anyone who has ever
dined with him knows he gulps
down about 20 vitamins and supplements at each meal. Despite these
efforts, he is gone, and he’s not on
an extended business trip for a lecture or conference. He is gone. It is
still unbelievable to think he won’t
be returning.
I always knew my grandpa was
someone special. I suppose most
grandpas usually are, but mine was
definitely different. For as long as I
can remember, people would hear
my last name and ask if I was related
and how. Whether it was the first
day of school during attendance, at
swim-team practice or sitting down
for a job interview, whenever some-
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Continuing her family’s tradition of service, Chelsea earned her nursing degree in
2017, She is pictured with her parents Nick and Michele.

one would hear my last name, the
same question would follow: “Are
you related to Alan?” During my
years as a lifeguard for the City of
Phoenix, I made a shirt that said,
“Yes, he is my grandpa.” I always
thought it was cool people knew
my family and that my grandpa was
some sort of local celebrity. As I got
older and I came to understand
the scope of his contributions,
the depth of his empathy and the
strength of his character, I realized
my grandpa really was a hero in
every sense of the word.

It can be strange having a
grandfather who is a living legend.
Whenever I interacted with him,
my grandpa would ask me, “Hey
kid, whaddya know?” Even as his
granddaughter, the question made
me somewhat nervous. I thought I
should have something fabulous
or earth-shattering to throw back
at him. (I was so happy at grandpa’s private memorial when I heard
former Phoenix Firefighter Scott
Peltin echo my feelings about the
“whaddya know?” question.) My
usual response was, “Not much.”

As I got older & I came to understand the scope of his contributions,
the depth of his empathy & the strength of his character, I realized my
grandpa was a hero in every sense of the word.
He would raise his eyebrows, tilt his
head and shrug his shoulders. Then
we’d go on talking about whatever
we did know—perhaps that his dog
Bella had just been groomed—or
maybe I would share a story about
having to put a catheter in an agitated old man’s penis (and the
subsequent yelling). I always loved
making my grandpa laugh. I felt a
little bit taller each time I did.
here won’t be any more
talking about Bella or sharing nursing stories with my
grandpa. He is gone, and none of
us will see him again in this realm. I
can only hope he is secretly watching us do our thing down here on
Earth (secretly because I am terrified of ghosts, so please don’t make
yourself known, Grandpa). Watching
us rally around one another during
this shitty time. Watching his children carry on his fire-service legacy.
Watching his grandchildren find their
way in life. Most important, watching
over Rita.
Although he is gone, this tribBruno loved his beautiful ladies: Chelsea (left) and her sister
ute issue serves as proof that he left Katie in front of Engine 1, Bruno’s glorious Mack pumper.
us his wit, grit and wisdom. There is
a banner in grandpa’s home gym that
reads, “Die tired, not bored.” Another
one: “Don’t pray for an easy life; pray
to be a strong person.” Those are
good creeds to live by; whether people actually have the balls to live by
them is another story. My grandpa
definitely had the balls, and to anyone
who may have seen them in an airport,
as he hated both belts and underwear,
I am sorry.

T
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The Power of Empathy
What I learned about being a fire chief
from the nicest chief of all time.
BY TERRY GARRISON, FIRE CHIEF, GLENDALE (ARIZ.) FIRE DEPARTMENT

O

ur editor, Michelle Garrido, asked me to write
an article that shares the
things I learned from Bruno that
have helped me as a fire chief. I can
do this in one word: EVERYTHING. I
have said it before, and I will repeat
it to anyone who asks: I would not
be a fire chief were it not for the life
lessons learned from Alan Brunacini, and that holds true for any
other Phoenix firefighter who has
become a chief of department.
I was just 19 years old when
I met Bruno at the Phoenix Fire
Department (PFD) Training Academy, and during that first meeting,
he impressed me more than any
other adult I had known. He did
something I will never forget: He
sincerely listened to me. You see,
I was fresh out of the U.S. Army
after serving my two years. (I had
signed my papers to join at age 16
and was on a bus to boot camp two
weeks after turning 17.) During that
two years in the service, nobody
was interested in what I had to say.
Even after I promoted to the rank
of Specialist IV, they didn’t listen.
But there I was, a brand-new recruit
firefighter, and the assistant chief
of operations was listening to me.
Bruno was promoted to fire chief
less than a year later.
I am fortunate that Bruno was
my chief for about 28 of my 30 years
with the PFD. He even sat during
some of my promotional interviews. You would think having the
fire chief sitting in the room would
make you more nervous, but Bruno
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Bruno, shown here with the author,
often showed up on scene to review
the action, but he rarely intruded.

was a calming figure, and you knew
he always had your best interests at
heart. Some of the most enjoyable
times throughout my career were
Bruno’s company, captain or chief
officer meetings. Can you imagine a firefighter wanting to attend
a meeting with the fire chief? With
Bruno, the meetings were as entertaining as they were informative.
Most were standing room only, and
people would attend on their days
off so they wouldn’t miss the interaction with Bruno and our troops.

At one meeting, one of our
captains (a smart and capable guy,
but just a little crazy) challenged
Bruno on an issue. Bruno replied in
a supportive way, but the captain
just kept pushing. Finally, Bruno
said, “Captain So-and-So, you and
I have one thing in common.” The
captain replied, “What’s that?”
Bruno shot back, “We both have
promoted as high as we are going
to in this organization.” I don’t care
who you are, that’s funny, and I
witnessed countless moments like

this throughout my career. I hope I
got Bruno’s sense of humor. It is an
excellent tool and comes in handy as
a fire chief. Sometimes we take ourselves way too seriously.
learned everything I know about
incident command and operations from Bruno. I remember
many times being in the command
van and looking over my shoulder to
see Bruno there, just kind of taking
it all in. He was not disruptive, and
he seldom offered any advice. What
he did offer was support. I only saw
Bruno angry one time. (I know it is
hard to believe he could get angry,
but when it came to firefighter safety,
he was quite direct.) Bruno’s son
Nick was acting as support officer at
a wind-driven five-alarm fire downtown, and he was seated next to the
IC in his designated position. I was
the senior advisor, and I was standing behind them as I had done many
times. (Command-van positioning was a well-orchestrated event.)
Bruno was standing next to me and
observing what was happening when
one of our engineers stated over
the radio that he had lost his crew.
We knew this engineer and his crew
were on the far west side of the fireground, and the wind was moving
the fire east, consuming buildings
as it went. We also knew the engineer and his crew were out of harm’s
way. And finally, we knew the engineer was emotionally connected to
fires. Keeping him off the radio was a
career goal we all shared.
Now the story starts to go a little sideways. Bruno heard the engineer screaming on the radio, and
he told me to do something about
the lost crew. I made the mistake of
raising my hand to Bruno, showing
him my palm in a gesture that said
we would take care of it in a minute.
OH SHIT. That was the wrong thing
to do. For the first time in 20 years,
I heard Bruno raise his voice and
curse—and it was directed at me. I
did the most logical thing I could do:
I repeated to Nick the words Bruno

I

Tim Gallagher, Big Al and Terry Garrison. Although rarely the tallest man in the
room, Bruno was always the largest presence.

had just “shared” with me, and with
the same volume and urgency. Nick
repeated it all to the IC, who contacted our misguided engineer and
his crew. Order was soon restored
to the universe. I learned in that
moment that the safety and welfare
of our firefighters were secondary to
nothing else. Since then, there have
been times on the fireground when
I have demonstrated reactions similar to Bruno’s. The good news is
that people were as surprised by
my actions as I was of his, and they
responded accordingly. (By the way,
once we corrected the problem,
Bruno never mentioned the situation again, but I never forgot the
lesson I learned that day.)
I could go on endlessly about
the things I learned from Bruno, but
I promised to keep this article short,
so let me share one last, very critical lesson. As you all know, Bruno
was a nice guy. Not just a nice guy,
but a really nice guy in everything
he did. I think the main reason he
was so nice is that he practiced
empathy. He would always consider
the other person’s feelings regardless of the situation. Over the years,
I have attempted to do the same.

Of course, I am not as good at it as
Bruno, but I will continue to try.
There have been times as a fire
chief when I have had to fire people, which is not fun for anyone. But
whenever someone needed firing
or even severe discipline, I made
sure they got the news directly from
me. I was never mean to them, nor
did I talk down to them. In several
cases, the person I had just fired
thanked me for being so nice. In
fact, through the years, people have
asked me, “Chief why are you so
nice?” I usually say, “Because I grew
up in a rough neighborhood, and if
I wasn’t nice, I would get beat up.”
After telling them I was just kidding,
I would say I was taught to be nice
by the nicest guy I ever knew, Chief
Alan Brunacini.
There will be people who confuse niceness for weakness. I have
had this happen to me, and I am sure
Bruno had it happen to him also.
Do not let this discourage you from
being nice, because when this confusion does occur, it is easy to spot
and easy to fix. Kind of like when
Bruno fixed Nick and me at that fivealarm fire.

ALAN V. BRUNACINI
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Carry It On
In his absence, we’ll do our best to continue
Dad’s personal & professional legacy.
BY JOHN BRUNACINI, CAPT. (RET.), BRUNO’S SON

M

any of the people reading this article knew my
dad personally, have
listened to him speak at one of his
many thousands of presentations
or have heard about him from other
people and through his books. Anyone who has met and interacted with
him knows firsthand that he really
cared about people. He took the
time to listen to you, and he was a
world-class communicator.
Fire-service folks are always saying to me, “You must be so proud
of your father and what he has done
for the fire service.” Yes, of course I
am, but I’m more proud of him for
being my father than being the fire
chief. Dad raised all of his children
to grow up and become fine, outstanding B-shifters. He only cared
about the big stuff that really mattered when we were growing up.
He never dwelled on the stupid,
petty stuff that would have made
most other parents hold their children under water until they stopped
breathing. He taught his three kids
the importance of having a good
work ethic, respecting other people, and taking responsibility for
our actions. He also insisted that
we always followed the golden rule,
which he summed up in two words:
“Be Nice.” I’m very proud of my
father’s professional career, but his
greatest accomplishment to me was
being the best father anyone could
ask for. I’m going to miss you so
much, Dad. I’ll try my best in your
absence to carry it on.
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John says he lived to adulthood thanks to his father’s patience. Bruno didn’t
sweat the small stuff that would have driven other parent’s to kill their children.

John proudly followed in his father’s footsteps. He served as a Phoenix firefighter
for 26 year and retired as a captain. He’s shown here with Ladder 11, B shift.

Big Al developed a strong work
ethic in his kids. Example: He had
them help build his house. s
Bruno with John and Holly’s daughters, Lauren (left) and Maria. The girls often worked alongside
their father and grandad at conferences and Blue Card events.

I’m more proud of him for being my father than being the fire chief. Dad
raised all of his children to grow up & become fine, outstanding B-shifters.

John and Big Al, someplace cold,
standing in front of the most
beautiful Mack pumper of all time.
After retiring from the Phoenix Fire Department, the chief continued to develop and teach his
incident-command principles through the Blue Card program. He’s shown here in John’s studio.

ALAN V. BRUNACINI
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The Original Original
Bruno’s wide range of talents, passions & emotional
intelligence changed our service like no one before him.
BY ANTHONY KASTROS, BATTALION CHIEF, SACRAMENTO METRO FIRE

The first time the author met Bruno, he grabbed him by the cheeks and gave him a smooch. He’s been kissing him ever since.

T

o say Alan Brunacini was
one of a kind is to call the
Grand Canyon a pothole. It
doesn’t do him justice. He was and
remains the original original. Often
imitated, but never duplicated. We
can attempt to understand his significance to our profession by vainly
comparing him to others, but in
doing so, we see he surpasses all
of them in his uniqueness and his
commitment to the fire service, the
greatest of all callings.
Bruno was the founder of fireservice philosophy. Like Plato, whose
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teachings have endured for 2,400
years, Alan’s principles will endure
for generations. He was a brave
pioneer like Christopher Columbus,
a genius like Albert Einstein and a
timeless icon like Neil Armstrong.
Like Walt Disney, he had a whimsical
and fantastic vision and the ability to
make it a reality. (Walt had his train
in the backyard, and Bruno had his
1952 Mack.) Bruno came all wrapped
up in one sweet, unassuming, humble, inquisitive, lovable package.
Perhaps that’s what made him so
endearing.

Bruno had a rare combination
of command and leadership genius.
He understood the fireground and
the people who worked there like no
one before or since. By simplifying
hazard-zone operations into easy-tounderstand principles, Bruno paved
the way for thousands of ICs, officers
and future fire chiefs.
Chief Brunacini also simplified the complex human-leadership
experiment, making it understandable and funny. He made us
better leaders within our departments and better servants to our

Bruno made you feel important and relevant; he made
you feel that your opinion, no matter how inexperienced
or naïve you might be, was worth hearing.
customers, who had somehow eluded
our awareness for years. He introduced us to Mrs. Smith and reminded
us that we have countless opportunities to make her life better—opportunities we had failed to recognize until
he showed them to us.
Chief Bruno was a mentor, a
friend, an ear, a shoulder to lean
on and an inspiration. The ultimate
teacher, Bruno always remained a
student. I believe he kept traveling
the country so he could keep seeking, probing, and tinkering with firefighters (his life-sized white mice).
Maybe that’s why he would roll is
hands together, in a sort of devious
yet innocent way, when you sat with
him. It was as if he could hardly contain the ideas that flashed through
his mind—always at light speed—
as he considered what topics you
might discuss.
runo was larger than life but
always available to anyone
who needed him. So many
of us put him on a pedestal, but he
always picked up the check. When he
spoke to you, he spoke to you. Bruno
made you feel important and relevant; he made you feel that your opinion, no matter how inexperienced or
naïve you might be, was worth hearing. This helped you develop a sense
of self-worth and pride and the confidence to lead. His grandfatherly style
is one of the reasons I love him.
Bruno could teach the timeless tenants of command and
leadership while remaining relevant and current. He understood
how to reach, inspire and lead
the Greatest Generation, the Old
Salts, Generation X, Generation
Y, Recliner Jockeys, Recliner Snipers and Millennials. He was around
long enough to know all of these

B

demographics, and he respected
each of them for their unique contributions and qualities.
would like to thank Bruno’s family for sharing him with us, especially his wife, Rita. It’s been said
that the toughest job in the Navy is
being a wife. The long tours away
from home require patience, grace
and faith in the mission. Rita demonstrated these and more. In her, Bruno
found a life partner who shared a
love that created an amazing family
to carry on their legacy. The apples
did not fall far from the tree; the kids
and grandkids are brilliant in their
own right. They’re nurses, biochemists, cops, aerospace engineers,
accountants, behavioral-health doctors and teachers (imagine that). It’s
wonderful to see Bruno’s big heart
and big brain live on in his family.
Ephesians 5:25 says, “Husbands,
love your wives as Christ loved the
church and gave himself up for her.”
Alan Brunacini’s church was the fire
service, and he gave himself up for
her. He never ceased—not until the
day he died.
I will miss him: our regular phone
conversations and pontifications. I
will miss knowing he is just a phone
call away. I take solace in the fact that
he will live on in all of us. Whether
knowingly or unknowingly, he will
live on in our decisions, ideas, words,
deeds, style and hearts. Thanks to
his sons Nick and John, his work will
continue.
We love you, Chief. Thank you
for all you have given. We, either
collectively as the American Fire
Service or as individuals, have been
forged by your work, your passion,
your brain and your heart.

I
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Never Take Yourself Too Seriously.

Trust us, Santa. He’s been nice.

Love the engines, all the engines...

Rita and Bruno had been together so
long, they started to resemble each other.
Big Al demonstrates the safety equipment available when
he was a recruit.

Bruno & Bella

Anything for a taco.

The infamous half-grin.

The Chief, 1989.

An Heir of Kindness
For the Brunacini clan, being nice is
an undeniable family legacy.
BY KATIE BRUNACINI, BRUNO’S GRANDDAUGHTER

I

have survived 23 years on this Department and was sworn in as a comments by calling the fire departplanet without suffering the peace officer Oct. 15, 2015 (that date ment for a medical evaluation right
loss of a family member, so has definitely come full circle for me. around 2 a.m.
when my mother called me Oct. 15 As a descendant of Alan BrunaI saw more tragic human condito tell me grandpa had died, it was cini, Chief Bruno, Big Al, Bruno, tion within my first year as an officer
a shock. The feeling isn’t something etc., I found myself saying, “Yes, I’m than I had in all my years prior: a perI can put into words. I didn’t see my Alan’s granddaughter, Nick’s young- son who stabbed himself to death
grandfather all that often, but since est daughter,” all the time that first (very messy and not quick—I don’t
his death, it does feel
recommend it); insanely
like the world has gothigh people who tried to
ten slightly dimmer, and
remove their skin from their
a small piece of me left
bodies; a man with a family
with him. Although Alan
of maggots living inside an
was my only grandpa, I
open sore on his foot; and
don’t have any fun aneca woman who smeared
dotes anyone would be
her feces on a barbershop
interested in reading.
window. The list goes on.
Instead, I want to share
One thing all of these incithe profound impact he
dents had in common is
had on my life.
the police arrived because
When I was growsomeone cared enough to
ing up, I thought I had
call us for help.
to become a firefighter
lan Brunacini truly
to carry on the Brunacini
lived by the words
name. I didn’t see either
he preached. “Be
one of my sisters or any
nice” were his most famous
of my cousins going that
and simple. He genuinely
route, so I believed I’d be
cared about people, and
best suited to it. When
he could make you feel like
I got older and only
the only person in a room
slightly smarter, I realized
full of other people. Not
I did not have to be anyonly was he nice, but he
Skin in the game: Katie’s new Be Nice tattoo reminds her of
her grandfather’s kind, helpful nature.
thing. But public safety
also validated everything
courses through my veins,
good you thought you were. I
and it was the only thing that genu- year on the job. Police and fire typi- try to do the same on the job each
inely interested me. I knew I would cally run a lot of calls together, and day. People don’t call the police to
either become a police officer or firefighters would often look at my share their best days with us. They
a firefighter. In high school, I vacil- nameplate and ask, “Brunacini… call because something very shitty
lated between the two, but my par- are you a part of The Family?” then is happening in their lives, and they
ents convinced me (thankfully) that they would make a snarky remark need us to fix it. Most of the time,
the police department would be my like, “What? You couldn’t pass the these are problems five years in the
best option.
firefighter test?” In true Brunacini making, and we walk in on the last
I joined the Oceanside Police form, I usually repaid these douchey 10 minutes and put a Band-Aid on

A
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His essence...lives on forever in the people who are nice & the people whose lives
we affect daily. Alan gave us a part of himself ...He raised us all.
an amputated limb. It can seem futile,
but we still gotta try.
I went on a call during my first year
that still sits in the back of my mind.
A mother called 911 and said her son
had stabbed himself. I had been on
many similar calls, and 99.99 percent
of the time, the cuts are superficial,
and the child is motherfucking us and
telling us to leave. This time, I walked
into the front yard of the enclosed
property and saw a man who had
opened his carotid artery with a serrated kitchen knife. He was lying in
what I believed was his entire blood
supply. His sobbing mother, covered
in his blood, was trying to roll him
onto his back. This call remains the
most wretched and the most influential I’ve experienced.
spent the next two hours with the
mother, driving her to the hospital, waiting with her in a private
room and holding her when the doctor told her that her son had died. I
gave her everything I had. I emotionally depleted myself and gave her
and her family a part of me that day.
I realized then that I am a Brunacini
through and through. I didn’t have to
think at all; everything felt like muscle
memory. Being nice to her was the
only option I had. The mother won’t
remember my name, the color of
my hair or anything I said. She will
remember I was nice, and she will forever have a piece of me.
The days following that call were
difficult. I took my dad’s advice and
wrote about it in an attempt to purge
it from my mind. Getting it out on
paper helped. My dad shared what
I had written with my grandparents,
and I soon received a text from my
grandma that I knew was propelled by
my grandpa: “Your dad shared your
day with us. I want you to know how
much I thank him for that and how
proud I am of you. You are an amazing
writer and a beautiful person. I believe

I

you have learned the
most important thing
in life. Be nice—even
when it is difficult; that’s
when it matters most. I
would love you to share
more of you with me.”
She ended her text with
love and a slurry of rainbow and smiley-face
emojis.
I think we could
solve the world’s problems by trying to understand other people’s
points of view and what
they are experiencing.
Alan is dead. Physically, we will never see
him again. He will never
ask us, “Whaddya know
and when do ya know
it?” We’ll never get to
watch him spill something on his shirt, then
proceed to spot clean
Katie carries on the family’s public-safety tradition
it in the middle of a
as a police officer in Southern California.
restaurant. He’s dead,
and I don’t know where
he went. But his essence—his largerthan-life presence that was somehow
contained in his 5’6” body—lives on
forever in the people who are nice and
the people whose lives we affect daily.
Alan gave us a part of himself and
helped create who we are today. He
raised us all.
From the bottom of my heart, I
thank everyone who was a part of his
life and who shared themselves with
my grandfather in turn. The world
might be a bit dimmer now that he
has left it, but this loss brings us closer
together. Even his funeral didn’t feel
like a funeral; I have never been in
a room filled with such love. I don’t
know what comes after this life, but
until we find out and get to see Alan
again, just keep being nice.

ALAN V. BRUNACINI
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Always Nice, Never Weak
It took the young Alan Brunacini strength &
mettle to build the department he envisioned.
BY NICK BRUNACINI, SHIFT COMMANDER (RET.), BRUNO’S SON

O

n Oct. 15, 2017, Alan V.
Brunacini (AVB) died when
his heart stopped beating.
He was 80 years old. Over the next
couple of months, firefighters from all
over the world expressed their heartfelt condolences and thanks for AVB’s
professional contributions to our service. I consider myself fortunate to
have been Big Al’s son. I joined the
Phoenix Fire Department (PFD) two
years after he became the fire chief
of the department. My dad joined
the department in 1958 and served in
every position within the Operations
Division before becoming the fire
chief in 1978. He served as our chief
for 28 years, retiring in 2006.
The three decades that Big Al
served as the fire chief of the PFD
remain the most unique in occupational history. Three events confirm
the preceding sentence:
1. My father had been retired
from the PFD for more than 10 years
when he died. The secretaries and
fire-truck mechanics who had worked
with my father openly grieved when
they learned of his death.
2. In the late 1990s, our union
suggested it might be time to require
certain levels of education in order
to promote. The union was concerned the fire department’s compensation package exceeded our
training and qualifications when compared to other occupations. Many
company officers in our department
earned more than professionals in
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The Phoenix Fire Department was not a progressive, illuminated organization when
Alan Brunacini joined in 1958, so he dug in his heels, fought the good fights and
made it that way.

other industries requiring extensive education (beyond a master’s
degree).
3. The final benchmark in Big
Al’s tenure with the PFD is the community’s satisfaction with the department. Surveys always measured
public community satisfaction with
the fire department in the mid-90th
percentile. No other organization
came close.
s a young boy, Big Al witnessed a structural firefighting operation that set him
on a mission from God. He was
very fortunate to have figured out
what he was going to do with his
life when he was just 5 years old.
My dad was 21 when he joined the
PFD, and he immediately began his
quest to improve the organization.
“Kind, wise, patient, supportive and

A

fatherly” are all adjectives used to
eulogize my father. None of these
words accurately describes the first
20 years of Big Al’s career, when the
fire department was more rigid and
traditional than today’s service. In
1968, the PFD’s wonder kid had a
whopping 10 years of seniority, and
he was dragging the department in
a direction most of the workforce
wanted no part of. Back then, a kind
and patient person would have gotten the concept of Level 1 Staging
stuffed 8 feet up their ass by the
freelancing workforce. It was akin to
making pirates give up stealing in
favor of being nice to Mrs. Smith.
AVB was the rare boss who
understood (and helped define) the
task-level requirements of being a
firefighter along with the strategic
vision of how our actions should be

My dad was 21 when he joined the PFD & he immediately began his quest to improve
the organization...He had a more idealized vision of our workforce than any union
president, mayor or city manager.
applied, expanded and managed.
He felt there was no human task
that firefighters could not be taught
and quickly master. He had a more
idealized vision of our workforce
than any union president, mayor or
city manager. He spent every waking moment thinking about ways to
improve emergency-service delivery and firefighter safety. He went
to school his entire life (either as a
student or instructor) in service of his
mission from God. The knowledge
he gained help develop and drive:
1. EMS in Phoenix—The first
group of PFD paramedics were
trained in the mid-1970s against the
fire chief’s orders. AVB was the ops
chief at the time and did it anyway.
Providing this service allowed our
department to save many more lives,
improve the quality of life in our
community and make our department more vital.
2. Hiring and promoting minorities within the PFD—During his
28-year tenure as fire chief, our
department never operated under
a federal court decree; this is a
rarity for a large metro fire department. Any employment/personnel issues were handled within the
department. This approach to personnel management educated and
prepared more than 40 members
of AVB’s administration to leave the
nest and become fire chiefs in other
cities. Big Al’s “be nice” approach
showed that operational excellence
is an effect of treating people with
dignity and respect.
3. Firefighter safety, including SCBA use; yearly physicals for

firefighters; NFPA 1500; and the concept that it’s not okay to injure or kill
firefighters (this ran counter to the
“our job is dangerous and needs
to stay that way” crowd)—AVB
achieved one of his missions from
God when he was able to invest more
money in the care and maintenance
of the workforce than the apparatus
fleet. Like many changes, this one
wasn’t embraced by large swaths of
our industry. The NFPA made him
the chairman of the board because
they never dreamed anyone could
get the 1500 standard ratified by the
American Fire Service.
4. RBO (relationships by objectives)—Big Al was a major architect of
the modern labor/management relationship. My father’s relationship with
the union deserves its own book.
5. The management/command
system fire departments use to conduct local incident operations—Traditionalists did not embrace the
concept of incident command. Many
felt that managing a structure fire
was too complex for firefighters. Blue
Card is the child of “Fire Command.”
The internet was the most effective
way to teach incident commanders
how to apply AVB’s command principles. Big Al trained 600+ officers
using a certification-style training
approach during the last 5 years of his
career—that’s quite an achievement.
In the 10 years since he retired from
the PFD, Blue Card has trained 35,000
officers all over the world.
6. The radical concept of viewing victims as customers and the
community as the owner of the fire
department—Big Al didn’t invent

“be nice”; it’s what he became. He
evolved and grew with the position. It
pissed him off when people referred
to him as “America’s Fire Chief.” Like
it or not, it’s who he became.
Alan Brunacini had more to
do with the public safety in Phoenix (and Maricopa County) than
any other human being. During his
tenure as fire chief, the local news
channels would devote 5 minutes
or more of each newscast to stories
featuring the PFD. The recurring
message was, “Firefighters respond
quickly, they’re well trained, they
take care of the customer and they’re
nice.” Big Al felt one of his greatest professional accomplishments
was that most citizens believed our
PIO was the fire chief. Big Al always
remained anonymous to anyone not
connected to the fire service.
My father never thought it was
about him. He shunned the spotlight and taking credit. He identified
himself as a firefighter. I never once
heard him boast about himself, it
was always about the department.
The saddest thing about his demise
is the world has lost an individual
who was overqualified and gave a
shit. Every great anything is driven
by an individual who gives a shit.
Every decision he ever made was
in support of his mission from God.
My dad didn’t drink, cheat, talk shit
or take advantage. He was the most
forgiving person I’ve known. He
thought the primary limiting factor
for most organizations is the leaders. He also believed the factor that
enables organizations to soar is
good bosses.
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Bruno Forever
“Be nice” is a call to action. Alan lives on in friends,
family & colleagues who strive to follow his example.
I remember selling the Phoenix
Fire Department its first honor
guard dress uniforms. Chief Brunacini was adamantly against the idea
of dress uniforms, and when he
finally capitulated, he did so with
the understanding that these dress
uniforms were to be called “away,”
uniforms, and he didn’t need one
because he wasn’t going away.
Steve Cohen, President
Lighthouse Uniform Company
Seattle, Wash.
My husband was always talking
about all the great things Chief
Brunacini had accomplished and
what an impressive man he was.
One night, my husband and I were
attending a fire-service awards
program, and I was not happy having to sit by myself while my husband emceed the program and
introduced people. There was a
very quiet man at my table, and I
couldn’t understand why he was
wearing a Hawaiian shirt to this
formal dinner. Then I heard Chief
Brunacini’s name called, and that
man in the Hawaiian shirt stood up. I
couldn’t believe it! He walked up to
the stage, humbly took the award,
said a few words, and cracked a
joke (that I don’t remember), and
everyone started laughing. I was
laughing along with them. Chief
Brunacini quietly walked back to his
seat. That was when I realized what
my husband saw in him.
About a year later, Chief Brunacini came to our town to present a
program, and I was asked to go
along for another dinner. It was
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Alan was a devoted animal lover (beyond the beasts on B Shift). Bella,
shown here on his lap, was Bruno’s favorite canine girl.

then that I was able to really get
to know him and see what my husband saw in him. I am sending the
Brunacini family this message to let
them know their husband, father
and grandfather not only influenced firefighters, but impressed
their wives and families too. It was
a joy and pleasure to meet you and
know you, Chief Brunacini.
Alissa Kerwood, wife of Fire Chief
Scott D. Kerwood
Hutto (Texas) Fire Rescue
Everyone else said it. The phone
would ring, and all you would hear
is, “Hi Glenn. It’s Alan Brunacini.”
You snapped to attention to listen.
We were in the presence of a legend, and he had the patience of a
saint. Alan knew how sharp he was,
but he never made you know that
he knew. He truly loved people and

was as nice to the gal serving him
breakfast as he was to the mayor or
senators. I’m not quite sure if most
of the fire service truly understands
what a loss we have suffered, but
I know everyone that knew him is
shattered. RIP Bruno.
Glenn Usdin
Lancaster, Penn.
Bruno was a speaker at our
regional fire conference. Afterward, he asked me about a nice
place to eat. I gave him suggestions and told him if they don’t
pan out, we lived 5 minutes away.
Knowing he would never stop by
the home of a paramedic he just
met, I left. Twenty minutes later,
my husband yelled that somebody
was at the front door. There stood
Bruno, looking a little less professional in his flowered shirt. He sat

on our deck, ate burgers and had a
couple of beers. He entertained us
with stories well into the night. Our
paths crossed several times through
the years, and he never failed to
remember my name and remind
me that I made the best burgers
ever. Only in my dreams would an
icon like Bruno become my friend.
Dreams came true that evening. My
life is richer for having known him.
He will be missed, but his words and
humor will live on.
Arlene Zang
Cincinnati, Ohio
I was walking by the registration
area at FDIC a few years ago, and I
ran into Chief Brunacini. He asked
me about a sign and what “LEAD
retrieval” was. I addressed him as
chief, and he stopped me and said,
“We are all firefighters here, and he
told me to call him Al. I explained the
LEAD machines, how they scan your
badge and send you information. He
stated he always throws them out
because he hates junk mail. I offered
him some peanut M&M’s; he took
some and said to have a great training. My co-worker was watching and
asked me, “Do you know who that
is?” I replied, “Yes, that is Al. Duh!”
Loved his humor and enjoyed many
of his classes at FDIC.
John Dunn
Twinsburg (Ohio) Fire Department

Condolence letter from Arizona Senator John McCain.

Rest in peace, Chief Bruno. You
pinned my first badge and taught
me endless lessons about customer
service, incident command and
being nice! You were a trend-setter,
a Renaissance man, and a true fire
chief who didn’t stop sharing the
beauty of his organization so all of us
could fight to do the same. You will
be missed but never forgotten.
Javier Crespo,
Sugar Land, Texas
I first met Chief Brunacini at a fire conference in Brandon, Manitoba, Canada, in the late 1980s or early 90s. We

Alan and John Vance, Blue Card instructor and master emcee of Blue Card
events. In the back but still the center of attention: glorious Engine 1.
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chatted for 30 minutes or so with
other firefighters. I met him again
about 20 years later. I indicated we
had met many years before, to which
he said, “Are you still in Brandon?”
Wow. I was impressed! I’m not sure
how he did that. Great respect for
the man and his works. He has made
an impact. Condolences to his family
and his fire family.
Bernie Van Tighem,
Vermilion, Alberta, Canada

Bruno with Blue Card instructors Pat
Dale (left) and Chuck Kahler (right).
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My first year at Oklahoma State University was Alan’s second. Shortly
into one semester, we had the first
meeting of our fraternal organization, the Fire Protection Society.
Bruno was president of the society
and presided over that meeting.
I had met him previously but had
not gotten to know him well. I just
remember coming away from that
meeting thinking, That guy has
more natural leadership ability than
anyone I have ever known.
Mickey Jackson
Fayetteville, Ark.
In a lifetime of public service, I have
never been given better advice for
universal solutions to life’s dilemmas: ”Do the right thing,” and
“be nice.” While underplaying his
amazing wisdom, Bruno would
pass on simple solutions to helping Mrs. Smith. While learning the
complicated aspects of fireground
command from this great man, the
entire fire service took home his
even greater message. I’d like to
think that people around the world
are being treated better because
of this man’s influence on all of us.
My condolences to his wonderful

family. May great memories help
each of you lighten the burden of
his loss.
Jim Elmer
Ops Chief (ret.)
Sedona (Texas) Fire District
Brunacini family: I grew up in Phoenix hearing the Brunacini name time
and again. I’d like to thank Chief
Brunacini for his dedication and
service to our community. We are
all better off for him having served

The card shown here and on the opposite page is
from Jeff Griffin, a retired Phoenix Fire Department
captain who is currently incarcerated. Alan kept in
touch with Jeff by mail frequently (see letter on pg.
19), and he would often make a 5-hour round-trip
drive to visit Jeff in person.

so faithfully. I’m very sorry about his
passing. Please accept my deepest
condolences for your loss.
Penny Keaton
Phoenix, Ariz.
I met Bruno in a little hot dog
joint in DePere, Wisc. Chief Dennis Rubin arranged for me to meet
Bruno and listen to him speak, as
I had been trying to get to one of
his classes for a long time. A special spot was saved for me next to
Bruno, and we ended up talking
for at least an hour. He then said
to me, “You get it.” We became
friends that night, and every time I
saw him, I always got a big hug. So
glad I made it to one of his HazardZone Conferences. Miss you forever, my friend.
Carrie Rydzik
Mukwonago, Wisc.
My deepest sympathies to the
Brunacini family and the Phoenix
Fire Department. One of the first
books I bought when I entered into
this fire career was “Fire Command,”
and I would read it and laugh at the
drawings over and over. He was
an amazing author and fire chief. I

am currently completing Blue Card
Command online and enjoy listening to Chief Alan’s experiences and
stories! He will be truly missed!
Janis Kimata
Asst. Fire Chief
Barking Sands Fire Department
Kauai, Hawaii
I met Chief Bruno in 1990 at his
Fire Command Symposium. I was
a newly appointed fire captain with
the San Jose Fire Department, trying
to learn the business. His presentation was impactful. Throughout my
34-year career, I would attend as
many of his symposiums as I could. I
tried to model his dedication to Mrs.
Smith. What was most amazing is he
would greet me by name when he
saw me. The Chief met thousands
of people, and he remembered my
name. That was flattering. There will
never be another Chief Bruno. A
true genius.
Nicolas Thomas
Benicia, Calif.
Chief Brunacini set the standard
for decency and kindness for the
fire service. All the while, he made
it fun and exciting to be a part of

it. You never knew what Big Red
was going to come up with next,
but you knew it would be good!
He also knew how to make complex subjects simple—the mark
of a genius. Thank you, Bruno, for
leading the golden era of the fire
service! Rest in peace.
David Strayer
Florence (Ariz.) Fire Department
Few men can truly be called giants
in their profession. Bruno was one
of those men, although he would
downplay it in a minute! His love for
the profession seeped into many
areas of fire protection, both public
and private. My first training session
with him in 1977 at the Tulsa Fire
Academy was amazing. His commitment to firefighter safety through his
leadership at NFPA was second to
none. His restoration of that Phoenix
fire engine speaks to his love of the
fire service. I am only scratching the
surface. This world is a much better
place because of Alan Brunacini, and
God alone knows how many lives he
saved and how much suffering he
prevented. RIP, Chief.
Lowell Black
Chesterton, Ind.
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Hero with a Half Grin
He was a giant, a genius & a legend, but he’s
also remembered for a mischievous smile.
BY SCOTT PELTIN, BATTALION CHIEF (RET.)

I

first met Chief Brunacini in the
summer of 1984 at Firehouse
Expo in Baltimore. I was a volunteer sergeant at Station 14 (Berwyn Heights) in Prince George’s
County, Md., and a career firefighter on Engine 55 with the Alexandria (Virg.) Fire Department. At
the time, I thought I was a pretty
good firefighter (mostly fueled by
a lot of testosterone and a naive
sense of confidence), but my
deputy chief, Jimmy Yvorra, convinced me to go listen to a man he
described as the best fire-service
thinker he had ever met.
That advice and my decision
to attend Bruno’s session changed
my life. During his talk, Bruno spoke
about the Phoenix Fire Department (PFD) and how its rules and
regulations fit on one page. He
referenced the 10 commandments,
saying, “If you can get into heaven
with 10 rules, you sure as heck should
be able to run a fire department
with 20.” I laughed and thought, I
love this simplicity and practicality.
His ended his presentation, which
had covered “Fire Command” and
firefighter safety, with 10 slides that
showed engines and ladders driving through half-open apparatus bay
doors. He paused, and I remember
thinking, Oh man, here comes the
hammer. Instead, he got a half grin
under his thick mustache—a grin I
have now seen thousands of times
since—and he said, “What a great
job I have. My guys want to get to
work so bad, they can’t even wait for
the door to open.” I looked over at
my firefighter buddy and said, “I am
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Scott and Chief Brunacini on Scott’s promotion day, early 2000s.

going to work for that guy one day.”
I soon flew out to Phoenix to
take the written exam. Shortly after,
I returned to take the physical-agility
exam. Just 15 months after hearing
Bruno speak for the first time, I gave
my two-week notice to the Alexandria Fire Department, packed up my
little blue Nissan pickup, and moved
to Phoenix with the hope of working
for one of the smartest, most authentic, most caring and most innovative
leaders I had ever met. I made that
assessment (and a life-changing decision) based on hearing Bruno give
one presentation and from what I had
learned during my trips to the PFD.
That is impact, and that is what Alan
Brunacini had on me, on every Phoenix firefighter and on every person
who ever met him.

Chief Brunacini never wore an
SCBA, yet he knew that no firefighter
should ever breathe smoke. He never
went on an EMS call, yet he knew
firefighters should be cross-trained
to deliver EMS. He rode on the back
step of a pumper, yet he knew that
firefighters should be protected by
fully enclosed apparatus (equipped
with air conditioning and a stereo system). Bruno saw things others didn’t,
and he never let his own experiences
limit his thinking. He asked great
questions, he listened intently, and he
constantly challenged the status quo.
I worked for the Phoenix Fire
Department for 20 years. I retired
as a battalion chief six weeks before
Bruno retired because I couldn’t
imagine working for a Phoenix Fire
Department without Chief Brunacini.

I consider those 20 years the most
incredible, the most impactful, and
the most meaningful of my life. My
father passed away just 18 months
after I became a Phoneix firefighter.
Bruno was my father figure, my mentor and my friend. I am sure that he
was these things for thousands of
others across the nation.
hrough the years, I had the
privilege to go to many
breakfasts, lunches and dinners with Bruno. I also got to share
some time with him on the road as
we worked on the IAFF/IAFC Wellness Fitness Program and the CPAT
(candidate physical abilities test).
During those times, we talked about
life, family, politics, leadership and,
occasionally, work. Of all of these,
he loved talking about his family and
his firefighters the most. Bruno had
the angelic ability to see the good
in people, to focus on their potential
and to find the humor in almost any
situation. His ability to cut through
the obvious crap that most people
worried about and to focus on the
stuff that was truly important was
inspirational.
I remember one lunch at the
Matador, Bruno’s favorite Mexican
restaurant in Phoenix. We were talking about the PFD allowing shorts
as part of the duty uniform. I asked
him if he felt this would make our
firefighters look unprofessional.
He gave me that half grin and proceeded to take me on a trip down
Bruno’s Logic Lane. “Scott, do you
have a favorite restaurant?” he
asked. I replied, “Yes I do.” He followed with, “Do you have a favorite
waitress?” I got that usual blank look
that I often got when I was around
him, and I realized my intelligence
was grossly outmatched. “What
does your favorite waitress wear,
Captain Peltin?” he asked. I couldn’t
remember. He continued, “What
you recognize when she serves you
is the smile on her face, the service
that she delivers, and the way she

T

makes you feel. I’m not
saying she should dress
like a mechanic, but as
long as she looks presentable and clean, you
probably don’t care
what she wears.” His
point was well taken.
It didn’t mean firefighters should not look
clean, well groomed,
and professional, but
it did mean we should
be able to dress appropriately for our job
and deliver absolutely
fantastic customer service. Two things for
Chief Brunacini were
non-negotiable:
customer service and firefighter safety.
The road to becoming fire chief was not
Bruno believed if you could get into heaven with 10 rules,
easy for Bruno, and
you should be able to run a fire department with 20.
neither was the road to
developing RBO (our labor-manageI can picture Bruno going to
ment process), chairing his NFPA
heaven and being greeted at the
committees, being the leadership
pearly gates by Jesus, Yahweh, Budfrontman for many IAFF/IAFC initiadha, Jehovah, Krishna, Allah and
tives, or leading the recovery process
Hephaestus (the Greek god for fire).
after the PFD’s Brett Tarver tragedy.
As he walks up, they say, “Bruno, we
During these times, people didn’t
have been waiting for you. Whaddya
always treat Bruno well. I remember
know?” He gets that famous half grin
discussing my frustration and pain
and says something clever and witty
over some changes we were trying
like, “I don’t know; Be Nice?”
to implement at the training acadAlan Brunacini was a man
emy, which often serves as a monuamong boys; he was a giant to me
ment for the status quo. Once again,
and to the entire fire service. His
Bruno got that half grin. “Captain
selflessness, curiosity, compassion
Peltin, do you think it is hard today
and unconditional love for everyto be a young guy with new ideas?
one he met combined with his perYou should have seen what it was
severance, leadership and inability
like in my day.” He pulled up his
to settle for the status quo made
Hawaiian shirt, and then turned to
him one-of-a-kind. I feel so grateshow me his back. “Want to see my
ful to have known him, worked for
scars?” If you met Bruno, you would
him, and to have shared our friendnever have known he had any scars
ship. Bruno, I will live my life trying
at all. He had a superhuman ability
to share what you have taught me
to forgive those who wronged him.
and to make you proud. Thank you
He chose to see the good in everyfor everything. I love you!
one and to forgive the human weakness of those who hurt him.
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Phoenix, Rising.
A front-row account of how Alan Brunacini
made the Phoenix Fire Department great.
BY J. GORDON ROUTLEY, DIVISION CHIEF, MONTREAL (CANADA) FIRE DEPARTMENT

I

t is widely recognized that Alan
V. Brunacini (AVB) was the visionary architect, advocate, leader,
mentor and change-agent who had
the greatest influence on the North
American fire service, and beyond,
at least for the past half century. He
was loved, respected and admired
by many, as we can clearly see by the
reaction to his sudden and unanticipated departure. There are so many
stories that can be told about his
influence on various individuals and
organizations, but I feel privileged to
have known him for longer than most
and to have worked closely with him
for several years. I would like to share
some of those memories.

Early Encounters
I landed in Phoenix in 1974 through
an unpredictable set of circumstances
and encountered an environment
that was very different from everything I was used to, beginning with
a climate and urban landscape that
caused me to wonder why the area
was inhabited by humans. I was going
to work for the Phoenix Fire Department (PFD), an organization about
which I knew next to nothing, but
they had offered me a position and
I was ready to explore the unknown.
Alan Brunacini had been on the
board that interviewed me, and he
struck me as friendly and intelligent in
that brief encounter, but I didn’t really
get to connect with him until about
the third hour of my first day on the
job at PFD headquarters. From that
point, we began a relationship that
would take me to a lot of interesting
places over the next 43 years.
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The author as a young “Brunoite.”

Traditionalists
vs. Revolutionaries
It didn’t take long to figure out that
there were two different organizations coexisting within the department at that time. There was the
traditional “old school,” inflexible,
authoritarian component that was
supposedly in charge, and there was
a subculture flowing in the opposite
direction, shepherded by the young
buck Brunacini, who was the second
in command.
My position reported directly
to the fire chief, who believed in
maintaining tight control to ensure
that nothing happens, while the
revolutionaries were working furiously to cause all kinds of radically
progressive things to happen. I was
quickly seduced by the Brunoites,
but I had to maintain an extremely
low profile in my subterfuge due to
my placement within the organizational structure. I had been hired as
the department’s first fire protection

engineer. The expectation was that
they would be hiring an engineer
who knew about fire protection,
but they accidentally hired a firefighter who happened to have an
engineering degree and was really
preoccupied with fire-department
operations. That fit well with Brunacini’s vision of a radically different
and progressive fire department
that would be built on a foundation
of operational excellence. We were
tuned to the same channel, but he
was operating in high definition
while I was still analog.

Homestead & the Matador
Very soon I learned that the focal
point for all of this incendiary progressive thinking was the Brunacini
homestead, an impressive Westernstyle residence that seemed to be
open at all hours for the Bruno disciples to come and go and to engage
in passionate discussion of any
topic related to the fire service. The

Arriving at the Matador with AVB was similar to
landing on the lawn of the White House in Marine One.
disciples included several members
of the PFD as well as countless others from near and distant places
who were all connected to the fire
service in one way or another. The
list of occasional guests could be
published as a “who’s who” of the
fire service.
Every few hours, a delicious
meal would be served to whoever
was present by Rita, the lady who ran
the establishment. Between meals
she would offer palm readings and
crystal-ball predictions of subjects
that had absolutely no connection
to the primary subject matter of
the household, which included all
aspects of the fire world. There were
occasional diversions related to the
current building project or the next
planned improvement on the estate
property, as many of the faithful
were also highly skilled in various
building trades.
In addition to the steady stream
of visitors coming and going, there
was a continuing sideshow provided
by the second-generation members
of the Brunacini family. Nick and John
were never restrained in offering their
observations on almost any subject
and engaged in an endless series of
quasi-bizarre antics. Candi appeared
to be a genuine sweetheart who had
inherited her mother’s ability to ask
penetrating questions.
In addition, there was the

continually evolving menagerie of
felines and good-natured monster
dogs who slept most of the time and
slobbered by the gallon. I still have
an image in my head of a tiny kitten
perched on the huge forehead of a
drowsy mastiff who didn’t seem to
be even slightly bothered. If the dog
had yawned, the kitten would have
been swallowed in an instant.
All of this activity created a highly
synergistic environment, although it
was often hard to keep track of everything that was going on!
The other significant focal point
was the Matador Restaurant, where
over many years the conceptual
plans for most of the important
advances in the American Fire Service were developed in green ink
(mixed with red salsa) on paper napkins and 3 x 5 cards. If there was anything highly significant to discuss,
the discussion occurred at the Matador and involved the consumption of
copious quantities of iced tea. Lunch
discussions often continued through
mid-afternoon. Arriving at the Matador with AVB was similar to landing
on the lawn of the White House in
Marine One.

ALS Service Arrives
There was a lot going on within
the PFD those first few years, in
spite of determined efforts by the
establishment to suppress the

revolutionaries. One of the many
notable accomplishments was the
initiation of advanced life support
service. Those were the days when
we all tuned in on Saturday evening
to see what Johnny and Roy were
up to and discuss which one was
supposed to represent Jim Page.
Paramedics were still a Southern
California phenomenon that had
not reached the Colorado River.

Bruno pushed the fire department to
deliver ALS services, a move the mayor
called the best advancement in public
service he had ever seen.

Below the official radar screen,
a group of Phoenix firefighters had
been covertly assigned for six months
to Arizona’s first (unadvertised) paramedic training program. Right about
the time their training was completed, the State Legislature adopted
a bill that would allow paramedics to be certified and to practice in
Arizona, and approximately 24 hours
later, Rescue 1 went into service in
downtown Phoenix.
Rescue 1 had been running calls
for two or three days when the fire
chief began to ask questions about
things he was hearing on the radio.
From the point of learning of the
existence of Rescue 1, it took less
than 60 seconds for his blood pressure to reach the level where it might
have been appropriate to call for
them to respond. Magically, just a
few minutes later, Mayor Tim Barrow
was on the phone congratulating the
fire chief on the best advancement in
public service that he had ever seen.
It’s funny how it all worked out.

The homestead paw patrol: Bruno’s “monster dogs” slept all day and “slobbered by
the gallon.”
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Phoenix Fire Department into
the best that it could possibly
be, and on weekends, it was
to spread the vision to anyone who would listen.
It is almost impossible
to count all of the positive
changes and innovations
that sprouted over the following years, but they all
radiated from one person
who had the vision, the skills
and the perseverance to
make it all happen. He was
a visionary master of leadership, change-agent and
enabler, and he seemed to
absolutely enjoy what he was
doing right up to his last day
with us.
Four years after the author’s arrival at the PFD,
Success & Respect
Asst. Fire Chief Alan Brunacini became Fire
The Phoenix Fire Department
Chief Alan Brunacini. “The inmates gained
control of the asylum,” Bruno would say.
was his pride and joy, or at least

Spreading the
Progressive Evolution
The covert progressive evolution
that was occurring within the Phoenix Fire Department continued for
about four years after my arrival until
there was a changing of the guard
and “Car 2” moved up to “Car 1”
or, as he described it, the inmates
gained control of the asylum. By that
time, the Phoenix Fire Department
was already developing a reputation as leader in innovation and progressive thinking, based primarily
on the fireground commander program and the growing volumes of
standard operating procedures that
were being developed, printed, copied and widely distributed.
Bruno and his two straight men,
Bruce Varner and Chuck Kime, were
off on American Airlines almost every
weekend to present the roadshow
version of modern incident management to an enthusiastic audience
somewhere or other. The influence
and reputation of the PFD were
spreading faster than a wildland fire
on a windy day. From Monday to Friday, the mission was to develop the
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one of them, and every dimension of that organization today is a
reflection of his talents. He had a
team of very competent supporting actors whom he counted upon
and trusted to work out a lot of
the details, but he set the direction
and provided the inspiration. Many
of his management methods were
unorthodox, but they were effective
as a result of his unique combination of intuition and innovation and
his ability to be serious momentarily,
but only when it was absolutely necessary, and disarmingly low key and
humorous the rest of the time.
We often had visiting fire chiefs,
management professors and other
interesting folks sitting in on senior
staff meetings to try to figure out how
the PFD managed to be so avant
garde and successful. One of them
described the experience as a board
meeting at Animal House with John
Belushi presiding. It was unstructured, unconventional and sometimes unbelievable, but a lot of things
got done.
The most important factor
that made Bruno successful, aside
from being highly intelligent and

naturally talented, was that he truly
loved the fire service and firefighters.
He wanted to make the fire service
as good as it could possibly be, and
he wanted every firefighter to be
safe, healthy, happy and satisfied.
As he loved to say when he made a
point, “It’s just that simple!”
He had a few favorite phrases,
but that one was particularly appropriate. He had a knack for distilling
complicated discussions down to
the key points and presenting them
in a manner that would make the
conclusion self-evident, then wrap it
up with, “It’s just that simple!” and
by that time, it was. How many times
did I hear him say that?  
He also had the ability to wait
for the right time to make a move to
accomplish something significant.
He would have something all figured
out, waiting for the circumstances
to fall into the proper alignment,
then he could pull a new program
out of his sleeve at just the right
moment like a gambler playing his
hidden ace. He not only knew when
to play it, but he knew how to play
it to get what he had been planning
for months or years, and that is the
simple explanation why PFD had the
equipment, facilities and programs
that were envied by every other fire
department.
His self-effacing nature is legendary. As much as he was admired
and respected, he never ceased to
refer to himself as “the dwarf” or by
some equivalent description. One
afternoon he arrived at the training academy accompanied by an
FDNY deputy chief who was visiting
Phoenix and had just experienced
the Matador. As they entered, a
firefighter was exiting and said, “Hi
Bruno” as they crossed paths.
The visitor was aghast. “Did
you hear what he called you?” he
asked. “Do you let your men call you
Bruno?”
“That’s better than last time,”
came the reply. “The last time he saw
me, he called me Fatboy.”

Controversy & Unions
Of course all of this radical progressive stuff did not meet universal acceptance throughout the fire
service. On a significant number of
occasions, the Brunacini movement
precipitated negative reactions from
more traditional elements of the
fire service that did not share the
same vision. Sometimes those reactions were openly hostile. On more
than one occasion when he was
informed that a particular individual
was unhappy over something, Bruno
replied simply, “If he doesn’t get
over it soon, he will be unhappy for
a long time.”
To be more precise, he would
bargain and negotiate for as long
as it took to make things happen for
the right reasons, but he would not
compromise one inch for the wrong
reasons. Anything that was contrary
to his core values of promoting a better fire service and taking care of firefighters was non-negotiable.
The relationship between Local
493 and the Phoenix Fire Department became legendary during the
Brunacini era. Labor relations experts
came to Phoenix to study what was
going on that allowed such a positive relationship to exist. The secret,
of course, was Alan Brunacini and a
leadership team within the local that
shared his vision and appreciated his
management style.
It was no secret that if he hadn’t
been the fire chief, Bruno would have
been the union president and that his
core values included every positive
thing that a union should be striving
to provide for its members. This was
sometimes described as Brunacini’s
three-step process for successful
labor relations:
Step 1: Call Pat Cantalme and ask him
what he wants.
Step 2: Give it to him.
Step 3: Call him back and ask him
what else he wants.

Common Positive Vision
The truth is there was a common positive vision of what could be achieved

Bruno’s restored L-Model Mack pumper.

by working together to build a great
fire department and to take care of
the members who make it great. That
also explains why Brunacini was the
primary initiator of the movement to
make occupational health and safety
an important component of the fire
service locally, nationally and internationally. He truly cared about all firefighters, and he did everything within
his power to promote their health
and safety as a personal crusade. No
one even comes close to his level of
accomplishment.
Bruno was a lifelong student of
management and leadership, but
he was really in a league of his own,
whether it was building the Phoenix
Fire Department into the model of his
vision or spending hours engaging in
casual unstructured educational conversation with ordinary firefighters on
an endless variety of topics.
One day he told us that Rita
had become understandably agitated over something and told him,
“Honestly Alan, sometimes I think
that you love Ladder 1 more than
you love me.” He told us that he
reassured her by responding, “Rita,
nothing could be further from the
truth. It’s Engine 1 that I really love.”
And if you have ever seen Engine
1, you will understand. Next door
to the Brunacini home is the custom-built single-bay firehouse that
is occupied by the most perfectly
restored and polished L-Model
Mack pumper that exists anywhere;
the very same Engine 1 that Alan
Brunacini rode as firefighter, engi-

neer and captain. That says a lot
about how much he loved the fire
service, but his family really did
come first, always!

Thankful for Bruno
To say that he was well known and
respected is an understatement.
One day, a few years ago, I was
crossing the border from Quebec
into New York State. The U.S. border
agent was understandably curious
about a guy with a U.S. passport driving a Montreal Fire Department SUV.
When the conversation revealed my
past connection to the Phoenix Fire
Department, his eyes lit up and he
quickly asked, “Do you know Brunacini?” He was very impressed when
I replied that I knew him quite well.
There is so much more that
could be said, but these are just a
few of my personal reminiscences of
the person we will all miss for a very
long time. We are thankful for everything that he did for the fire service,
for all of us collectively and for so
many of us individually.
To Rita, Nick, John, Candi and
all of the spouses and grandchildren,
thank you so much for sharing him
with us. We all share your loss. We
find it hard to believe that he has
left the building, but his accomplishments and his memory will linger for
a long time.

This article is reprinted with
permission from Firehouse.com.
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Thanks, Boss
An expression of gratitude for friendship,
humility, wisdom & countless opportunities.
BY DENNIS RUBIN, FIRE CHIEF, PETERSBURG (VIRG.) FIRE, RESCUE & EMERGENCY SERVICES

C

hief Bruce Varner called
to deliver the unfathomable news that Chief Alan
Brunacini had passed away at Phoenix Sky Harbor Airport. I went silent,
overcome with disbelief and denial.
Chief Brunacini had been like a
father and an older brother to me; I
simply adored him. Saying I will miss
him is too hollow a statement when
compared to the hole his passing
leaves in my heart.
After getting that surreal phone
call, I thought back to the previous
week. Chief Brunacini had just spent
five days with my fire department in
Petersburg, Virg. He was amazing,
as I’d come to expect from witnessing hundreds of his presentations:
clear mind, quick wit, full of energy,
and in good health. The Chief was
always talking about how to improve
command and control for emergencies, and our final time together
had been no different. As we drove
to the hotel, Chief looked over and
said this visit had helped him finish
the Cool Command program he had
been “fussing with” for a while. He
also asked me to bring in the A team
to produce a day-long discussion
on unified command. The Chief was
on top of his game, which made his
death seem even more sudden and
inexplicable.
In the months since his passing, I
have vacillated between shock, grief,
pain and guilt. Like so many reading
this, his death left me devastated. I
take some comfort in remembering

47

B SHIFTER

A treasured note from Bruno.

my personal history with the chief.
I first met Alan Brunacini about
four decades ago, during one of his
many visits to Maryland, the Free
State. He was the keynote presenter
for the University of Maryland’s Fire
Service Extension (FSE) weekend
training program. I was a part-time
fire instructor with FSE. Having some
seniority, I was offered the opportunity to pick up Chief Brunacini at
Baltimore Washington International
Airport—then called Friendship
airport. It was easy work and great
money. Without hesitation, I agreed
to be the chauffeur for America’s Fire
Chief and his teaching entourage.
When we first met at Friendship’s baggage claim, Chief Brunacini struck me as quite the enigma.
He was engaging, funny and easy to
be around. He made eye contact and

seemed genuinely interested in a
nobody from nowhere: me. That was
confusing to a guy who worked for
a great yet pretty old-fashioned fire
department. One of the first things
we had learned in rookie school was
to salute all officers. I can still recite
the Order Book passages: “Members shall, when in uniform and onduty, salute when meeting a member
of higher rank.” The standing joke
on my job was that a member with
less than 10 years of seniority was to
be seen and not heard. Yet here was
the most impressive and important
fire chief of our generation taking a
sincere interest in a kid. Wow!
Something else I remember
from that day is the number and
size of the Chief’s gray slide-tray
travel containers. It seemed as if we
had to carry at least a half dozen

of those jumbo reinforced plastic cases, and I wondered what in
the world this man could have in
all of those boxes. The Chief traveled with Phoenix Fire Department
Assistant Chief Chuck Kime and
Captain Bruce Varner. All three of
them treated me, a lowly fire-service
private, exceptionally well.
I had no idea that day that this
was the beginning of lifelong and
life-changing friendships. Through
the years, Chief Bruno gave me
dozens of opportunities I know I
did not deserve. Bruce Varner has
become one of my best friends,
and just like the Chief, has always
been there for me.
ended up traveling and teaching with the Chief on many
occasions. One time, I met up
with him at the Green Bay, Wisc.,
Airport. He was in town to present his customer-service program.
I waited for the Chief at the top of
the stairs, near the security checkpoint. It was late August, but there
was a cold front (45 degrees) with
steady rain. Anyone who knows the
Chief understands he doesn’t much
like the cold. Still, I hadn’t seen the
Boss for a month or so, and I was
looking forward to a warm greeting
from my dear friend. Instead, the first
thing out of his mouth was, “Get me
a coat.” I didn’t want to disappoint
him, so I took off the blue windbreaker I was wearing and insisted
he put it on. The jacket happened
to have the Brunacini Education Service logo on its front. Chief B had
given it to me as a Christmas gift the
previous year. (He always sent something amazing; I could never top his
cool gifts.)
When Chief Bruno was leaving
the cold, wet northland, he handed
me the windbreaker with his sincere
thanks. Knowing he was headed to
the FDSOA program in Detroit, I
insisted that he continue to wear
the jacket. After a short-lived revolt,
he realized that it was likely colder
in the Motor City than in the Bay of

I

Clockwise from top left: Selfie with the Chief; Classic Bruno—iced tea and
a brilliant napkin doodle; Big Al enjoying Mexican refreshments with the
author at the last IAFC conference held in Atlanta.

Green. As we parted, we agreed that
he would return the windbreaker
at out next stop together. But after
teaching with the Chief a half dozen
times or so, the windbreaker never
showed up. Had he forgotten to
return one of my treasures?
Three months later, a few days
before Christmas 2015, a large parcel arrived at my house. The label
indicated it was from Chief B. The
little boy inside me emerged, and I
ripped that package open like there
were gold bars inside. Low and

behold, inside the box was a full-size
The North Face coat with a hood.
The logo that I loved was embroidered on my newest treasure. A nice
windbreaker had morphed into a
great winter coat.
At times like this, we learn just
how much we value family, friends
and life. Cliché maybe, but it is true.
The Chief has taught us to take the
time to value what is important to
us. AVB, I will miss you and think of
you often. I can only hope to see you
again. I love you, Boss!

ALAN V. BRUNACINI
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5 Bugles, No Belt
My fire-chief father ditched the one piece of safety
equipment that could prevent unique types of trauma.
BY NICK BRUNACINI, SHIFT COMMANDER (RET.), BRUNO’S SON

F

ollowing in my father’s footsteps has not mellowed the
taste of grief, but it did prepare me for the finality of life. I have
known for a long time that I would
one day bury my dad. He wasn’t as
certain. During our younger years,
my father would say, “When my sons
were young, I envisioned them going
to a university and becoming pillars of
society. Before they graduated from
high school, I hoped they wouldn’t
end up in jail. Soon after they got
hired on the fire department, I prayed
they wouldn’t kill themselves.” We
both survived our recreational years
to outlive our father.
Being a firefighter provides a
full-spectrum view of the injustices
that cause our human bodies to stop
functioning. In my father’s case, he
had just deplaned an American Airlines flight from somewhere in Indiana. It was Sunday, Oct. 15, at around
12:30 in the afternoon. As was his
ritual, he texted my mother, who was
staged in the cell-phone lot, to tell
her he had landed and that he would
notify her when he was ready to be
picked up at the North Curb. They
planned on grabbing a quick lunch,
then going to the nursery to get
some veggies to plant in their backyard garden. Next up in his little 3”
x 5” weekly planner was dinner with
Hoot and Bev Gibson. The next day,
Big Al had planned on flying off to
speak at a conference in Nashville.
For 15 years, I lived next door to
a full-time flight attendant who did
not fly as much as my dad. Despite
my sadness about his death, I am so
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Nick, Bruno and John. The younger Brunos kept their dad’s life colorful. The Old
Man, as his sons affectionately called him, kept the kids on their toes.

happy he was in his hometown when
it happened. It strikes me as tragic to
die in a hotel room (with or without a
hooker). Big Al was getting ready to
pass TSA on his way to the escalators
that would deliver him to the North
Curb. He was home and was going
to spend the night in his own bed. I
have made these trips with him many
times—hundreds of times. You don’t
know what you’ve got till it’s gone.
y most vivid AVB travel
moment took place at Reagan Washington National
Airport in D.C. My brother, father and I
helped the D.C. Fire and EMS Department customize its Blue Card program.
We flew in once a month and spent two

M

days with DC’s ops staff. We did this
every month for about a year and a half.
It was epic. We got to hang out with
the DC Fire Department—responding to fires and mixing with firefighters.
I was amazed to watch my universally lovable old man, with his droopy
britches, interact with turnout-wearing
firefighters like they had known one
another their whole lives. It was love.
We stayed at the Liaison, an old
Holiday Inn that got turned into a
boutique hotel. When you stood in
the middle of the street in front of
the hotel, the U.S. Capitol filled your
line of vision. The Liaison had a very
nice restaurant and bar. On Sundays,
the natives would line up for bags

I was amazed to watch my old man, with his droopy britches, interact with turnoutwearing firefighters like they had known one another their whole lives. It was love.

of homemade potato chips. I had
been retired for a year or so when we
landed this gig, and I looked forward
to spending time in the city. I always
traveled light for these trips. It was a
direct flight from Phoenix. My brother
and I flew with carryons and a computer bag. My dad, on the other hand,
traveled with his rolling filing cabinet/
briefcase and the largest rolling duffel one could legally bring on a flight.
This thing could hold a week’s worth
of clothes, a mini fridge and enough
vitamins to constipate an airplane full
of people.
My dad always had to check a
bag, which meant my brother and I
had to follow him to baggage claim to
collect his portable storage unit, then
trudge back the way we just came to
catch a cab to the Liaison, where draft
beers and salty potato chips awaited
us. On one particular trip, we had
collected dad’s bag, and my brother
led the way for us to catch a ride. My
dad was doing his little baby gorilla
shuffle with his leather filing cabinet
in one hand while the sausage fingers
of his other hand pulled his enormous
wheeled coffin bag. I walked really
slowly behind him. I made myself
be patient and happy while my dad
moved his feet without picking them
up. Then his pants began to fade.
Very slowly at first. We walked about
half the required distance to our exit
door and had another 300 feet to go.
He obviously was not going to make
it. I have no idea why he didn’t stop
and pull up his pants. They fell down
far enough that I could tell he wasn’t
wearing any underwear. About 50 feet
before freedom, his pants hit the floor.
Determined as ever, Big Al pressed
onward. I caught up with him and
momentarily made an effort to help
him from behind, but there was way

On the road with Big Al: Nick, Blue Card Instructor Greg Timinsky and
B Shifter Editor Michelle Garrido Sutton. Everyone pictured was wearing pants.

too much going on down there, and
I backed off. He shuffled his way to
the curb before pulling up his drawers
while verbalizing his disdain for belts
and suspenders. He seemed unfazed
by all of it. Following in my father’s
footsteps—in work and while traveling—has taught me there is a big
difference between spilled milk and
spilled guts.
One of life’s major lessons is to
squeeze as much joy as you can from
each moment. This is particularly
true when dealing with life‘s shittier
moments. It is a gift when we can refocus the world through this lens. I am
not a big fan of the crush of airports,
rental cars and hotels that come with
travel, so it is odd that the memories
spent traveling with Big Al flood my
mind today. In many regards, this
makes me one of the most fortunate
people currently drawing breath. As I
said, you don’t know what you’ve got
until it’s gone.

ALAN V. BRUNACINI
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Decades of Friendship
Honoring the man who gave me support,
kindness & a lifetime of opportunity.
BY BRUCE H. VARNER, FIRE CHIEF (RET.)

I

knew Alan Brunacini for 51
years. He was a combination
of big brother, mentor and
dad to me. (Rita, this is one of the
reasons I call you mom.) More than
anything, he was my closest friend,
and no one’s death has impacted
me more. Even though we all knew
better, I think many of us thought
Alan was invincible, that he would
live forever. Alan was one of the
kindest and most intelligent individuals I’ve ever known, and when I
look back at my life and career, I see
he is the person most responsible
for my fire-service successes.
I first met Alan when I was preparing to test for the Phoenix Fire
Department (PFD) in 1966. Bruno
was a captain on Engine 1 at the
time, and he mentored me on taking
the oral board portion of the exam.
With his support and encouragement from the crew at Station 3, A
shift, I was ready.
When I wasn’t working my swingshift job at Luke Air Force Base or
attending classes at Phoenix College,
I was taking fire pictures. Alan was
teaching in the community-college
system at the time, and he liked to
use my photographs in his tactics
classes; I was happy to provide the
pictures. I was hired by the PFD in
September 1967, my friendship with
Alan continued to grow over time.
My relationship with Alan, Rita
and the kids evolved when Alan
hired me and Chuck Kime, a firefighter and former brick mason, to
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Bruce and Alan at FDNY 10 across from the World Trade Center memorial.

work on the house he was building.
Rita was frequently on hand with
iced tea, all kinds of food, praise, critiques and questions. Watching Alan
and Rita interact was a lesson in love,
patience and humor. In fact, if you
paid attention, and I wish I had paid
a lot more attention, any time spent
with Alan was full of lessons. (Chuck
eventually promoted through the
ranks to become the Operations
assistant chief, and he played a
major role in developing the PFD’s
Volume II Operations Manual.)
I remember Alan during that
time as someone who was tough yet
fair. He challenged the status quo if
he knew there were better ways to
do business. He used his platforms

as a college teacher and a captain
on Engine 1 to work toward his
goals. When he became a battalion
chief in the third battalion, he made
any changes he could there. He
continued making changes as the
training chief. Through a series of
interesting events, Alan became the
assistant chief of Operations, which
gave him even greater opportunities
to improve the PFD.
In the early 1970s, Alan was
invited to speak on the main program
at FDIC in Memphis. He would have
30 minutes to present the principles
of Fire Command. Alan, Chuck Kime
and I spent hours discussing the best
way to present the material. It would
be the first time the FDIC audience

Alan was one of the kindest & most intelligent individuals I’ve ever
known & when I look back at my career, I see he is the person most
responsible for my fire-service successes.
saw a dual-screen program, based
on a case study, with one text slide
and an accompanying fireground
example of the issue at hand. This
presentation led to the fireground
commander road show and the “Fire
Command” textbook. For the next
15 years, Alan, Chuck and I spent
most weekends at fire departments
all across the United States presenting this new way of managing hazard zones. This innovative approach
eventually became known as local
incident management, NIMS Type 4
and 5 incident management, and the
Blue Card Incident Command Certification Program.
Through the years, Alan would
sometimes ask me to pick up people
at the airport and bring them to meetings or to his house for dinner. (Rita
frequently fed me, yet another reason
to call her mom.) My relationship with
Alan gave me the opportunity to hang
out with folks who were way above
my pay grade—some very notable
fire-service leaders who thought the
world of Alan or simply wanted to see
if everything he said about the PFD
was true. Thanks to Chief Brunacini
and his peers, I learned a lot about
the American Fire Service and differences between departments across
the United States.
My development as a fire officer
in Phoenix took me on an interesting path with some twisting turns,
but Bruno continued to mentor
me, and I tried my best not to disappoint him. My assignment as the
fire department safety officer precipitated additional opportunities
and interactions with the Boss. The
PFD was becoming recognized as a
leader in firefighter safety. We were
involved in projects with the IAFF,

the NFPA and the USFA. Chief
Brunacini was instrumental
in developing NFPA 1500:
Standard on Fire Department
Occupational Safety, Health,
and Wellness Program. To say
that this was without controversy would be a gross understatement, but Bruno never
wavered from doing the right
thing, and today NFPA 1500
is an accepted way of managing fire department safety.
n what seemed like
a flash of time, I had
spent 25 years with the
PFD, and I got the idea that
I wanted to be a fire chief.
Again, Bruno was my mentor
and offered advice (meaning
he would ask me questions
until if figured out the answer).
I became the fire chief in Carrollton, Texas, and stayed for
12 years before becoming
Bruce and Rita, the early years.
the fire chief in Santa Rosa,
Calif., for the next seven years. Dur- participated in a number of proing those 19 years away from Phoe- grams with him. He asked me to
nix, I remained in frequent contact take responsibility for the Baggers
with Bruno, and we still had oppor- list and meeting logistics, which is an
tunities to attend events and deliver honor and pleasure.
Oct. 15, 2017, is a day that I
programs together. But it was not
the same as being there, as being will never forget, but so much more
important than that are all the days
part of his team.
When I retired and returned that preceded it. From the Fall of
to the Valley in 2010, my great- 1966 until the afternoon he passed
est pleasure was getting to hang away, I was privileged to have Alan
out with Bruno. We were part of a V. Brunacini as my friend, as somegroup that met monthly for break- one who accepted and encouraged
fast, but I most enjoyed our frequent me, as someone who helped me to
Mexican lunches (“BHV are you in be a better person. I will continue to
town? Lunch/taco AVB.”) He did use do my best to make him proud and
his phone to text and after retire- to carry on his messages: be safe,
ment wrote most of his stuff on an be nice and always take care of Mrs.
iPad. I was fortunate to be able to Smith. I love you boss, and I miss you
travel with him to conferences and every day.

I
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Alan with Nick (left) and John.

Rita, baby Nick and Bruno.

John Brunacini before the mustache.

Nick and John (front).

Bruno in shades.

From left: John, Nick and Candi.

Rita. Always beautiful. Bruno was smitten from the start.

Alan walking at Crystal Pier, Pacific Beach, San Diego. One of the
Brunacini family’s favorite vacation spots.

Big Al’s birthday.

Rita’s shirt explains Bruno’s smile.

Bruno’s fourth child (and only baby): Engine 1.

Alan’s grandaughter, Maria.

Nick, John, Alex and Alan. Three generations of nice.

The grandkids! Clockwise from left: Chelsea,
Lauren, Katie, Alana, Olivia, Alex and Maria.

Alan and Rita. Lovely & cool.

Grandkids, older and wiser. Clockwise from left: Olivia,
Katie, Alex, Lauren, Maria and Chelsea.

Michele Brunacini with Alan’s
grandaughter Olivia.

From left: Nick and his wife, Michele; John and his wife, Holly; Rita and her sweetheart, Alan.

Candi, Nick, Bruno and John giving their Old Man a good time.

Lauren Brunacini in granddad’s office. Alan’s grandchildren were a major source of pride and amusement.

Rita and Bruno on top of a little red love machine.

The house that Bruno built: Orangewood Avenue homestead.

Alan and John.

Nick with his daughter, Olivia, on Phoenix Ladder 11, aka The Raging Queen.

John, Alan, Candi and Nick.

