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				1

				Fire

				Balls of crackling fire sped at a great pace in advance of the fires, consuming with a roaring, explosive noise all that they touched ... some men of science hold the view that the fires generated and were preceded by inflammable gases which became alight.

				Leonard Stretton, report of the Royal Commission into the BlackFridaybushfires,1939

				A gumnut fell from the sky. It was charred.

				It clattered onto the roof where Gemma Jones was clearing the last few leaves from her gutters. She picked it up – it was smaller than her fingernail, so tiny to be carrying such portent – and thought, ‘Oh, my God.’ She turned to the two friends helping her and said, ‘Get out of here now.’

				They had all seen the smoke plume in the distance; thick, grey, growing. For hours it seemed to be travelling in a direction that was no threat to them but the gumnut warned of immediate danger. Shane Sparkes had broken away from his own family’s preparations to help Jones put up aluminium shutters to shield her windows. He was worried about her. She was a slightly built woman and she lived alone. But his loyalty had to be to his wife and two small children, who were waiting at home at the other end of the road. He said, ‘I’m gone.’

				Jones had earlier called her friend Lorraine Casey to come and pick up Jones’s dogs and take them to safety. Now, Casey argued with her about leaving. ‘No, you get out of here or it will be too late,’ Jones retorted.

				The air was so hot it was hard to breathe. The wind howled through the canopy of the gum trees on Bald Spur Road, a gnarled finger of gravel that ran along the top of a mountain ridge and right into the Kinglake National Park. On either side the land sloped steeply downwards and was covered with bush. Jones’s home was some 3 kilometres along the road, a double-brick cottage overlooking thickly forested hills and picture-book valleys of farms and vineyards. At night she could see the lights of the city in the distance. That was how she liked them – at a distance. She worked in Melbourne as a lawyer by day, which meant commuting for an hour and a half each morning and evening, but her free time was here and that was so different. She loved the peace of the bush and its creatures and so did her neighbours. They were a community of like-minded people. They sat in each others’ gardens and talked about the small sweet routines of it. ‘The black cockatoos have come.’ ‘Did you hear the lyrebirds?’ They walked their dogs together and pointed out the king parrots and eagles, the echidnas and the banksias; occasionally, a snake. Wombats had dug holes under the fence all around the house; Jones had laid tin sheets over the top of them so her dogs could not get out but the wombats could lift the tin and roam freely. Neighbourliness was a broad concept in Bald Spur Road.

				The neighbours had set up a Community Fireguard group, a kind of neighbourhood watch for bushfire safety, after bushfires went through the area in 2006. They knew the dangers of thick eucalypt forest at the height of an Australian summer. Jones, a volunteer firefighter, also understood that tankers would not be able to come up this road if it should ever have an hour of need. It was too narrow and twisty. A fire truck would not be able to turn around to get out. The far end of Bald Spur had the added risk of being on a ridge with steep slopes.

				Fire looks like a creature of caprice but it obeys its own hard laws of physics. The speed at which it travels up a slope doubles for every 10 degrees of incline in the land, and the slopes of Bald Spur were angled at up to 35 degrees. But bushfire education brochures told people it was usually safe to shelter inside a well-prepared house during a blaze. The advice was to hunker down inside while the front passed – 10 or 15 minutes, maybe – and then go outside to quench any embers that might land and set the house alight. Many houses that burn down are ignited not by the fire front but by the burning debris that whizzes through the air. ‘People save houses. Houses save people,’ was the official mantra.

				Jones persuaded her friend to go, refusing Casey’s offer to help her set up a second pump. Water supply in the country relies on electric pumps, and electricity is often the first thing to go when fire approaches. With the power gone, a fuel pump is the only way to guarantee a water source.

				•

				She thought she was ready to defend her home. Jones had trained with the Country Fire Authority (CFA). She was kitted out in her protective gear – yellow helmet, jacket and pants, and thick boots and gloves. The uniforms didn’t stay yellow for long in the Kinglake brigade. Anyone in new gear was likely to be dragged through the dirt by chiacking colleagues at the first opportunity. Pristine yellow is the colour of virgins who haven’t yet received the firefighter’s honourable besmirching of smoke and ash. Jones had been down at the Kinglake fire station earlier in the afternoon and had been about to climb on to Tanker 2 to respond to a call-out when she heard on the CFA radio that calls were coming from a direction that meant her house might be under threat. The fire had been coming from the north-west, its path suggesting it would bypass Kinglake, but these calls were from the south-west.

				She had looked at the brigade captain, Paul Hendrie, and said, ‘Sorry, the fire’s changed direction. Ihave to go home.’ He asked, ‘Are you sure it’s a good idea?’ That’s all he said. Under the state policy of ‘Prepare, Stay and Defend or Leave Early’ – often abbreviated to ‘Stay or Go’ – it was up to individual home-owners to decide whether to stand and face a fire or evacuate. CFA policy forbade personnel to advise residents on which option they should choose, or even to warn people in high-risk areas that their houses were not defendable. This was Jones’s call. ‘Maybe not, but Ineed to go,’ she’d said. She drove home, stopping on the way to warn a neighbour in the first house on the street to activate the Fireguard telephone tree.

				•

				After Casey and her neighbour left, Jones grabbed the house phone and walked outside, looking down the hill for any sign of local smoke or flame. She could see nothing but her sense of urgency soared. She called every Fireguard neighbour whose number she could remember to warn them that fire was approaching. Jones still didn’t know where it was. She ran onto the dirt road and looked through the trees. She caught sight of it racing up a hill from the south, from the little valley of Strathewen. She rang the CFA station to warn them: ‘I can see it. It’s coming.’ Then she caught sight of Beale Avenue, on a ridge to her west. It was alight. It was several kilometres away and seemed no direct threat to her. Jones didn’t realise she was about to be caught in a pincer movement of flame.

				Life flipped into fast-forward.

				She heard a roar like hundreds of jet planes. Anyone who has lived in the bush knows what that means. If they haven’t heard it themselves, they have heard the stories of those who have. The wild winds unleashed by fire have their own primal roar, spawning another level of racket when they thrash leaves and twigs and branches till they rattle. Then, as flames burst the cells of plants, thousands of crackling explosions join the cacophony. The bigger the fire, the more deafening its orchestra of destruction. Jones knew that this one must be a monster.

				Jones had been trained both in law and in firefighting to handle hot problems in a cool way. A corner of her mind was stocked with her professional forensic tools: logic, analysis, the ability to detach. Another corner was stocked with knowledge of fire safety and fire behaviour. She waited calmly for the ember attack that she knew must come. She planned to douse any that landed on her house.

				What arrived was far beyond what she had imagined. She was struck by a massive hailstorm of firebrands; a black and red blizzard of glowing coals. They came not from the fire she had been watching to the south but from the west. The air was dizzy with them. They showered her like gunshots. She thought, ‘I can’t deal with embers like this.’ She was about to put the hose through the laundry so she would have water available when she retreated to the house.

				She didn’t get time for that.

				Suddenly, just metres from her, the world exploded into flame. A massive, roaring wall of heat and light sprang from nowhere and towered over her. She knew she would need the shelter of the house if she was to survive. She dropped the hose, yanked up her jacket to protect her face and ran. At the front door she collided with a wallaby that was also racing for shelter. As she opened the door she glanced over her shoulder and saw it on the ground. She felt a stab of pity, and guilt: she knew there was nothing she could do to save it now.

				Jones turned on the sprinkler system along the ridge and eaves of her roof. It sprayed a fan of water that should have protected the walls but she could see it was achieving nothing; the water evaporated instantly. Then the windows high up under the broad eaves exploded inwards and flames whipped in after them. Furious gusts of air hurled firebrands through the entire house. For the first time she felt deeply afraid. She thought, ‘I could die here.’ Her firefighting equipment now was just three buckets of water and a mop. She focused on the wooden wall that was most at risk. If it went, the wooden roof would go too. She ripped calendars and photographs off that wall and wiped the mop over its surface, standing less than a metre from where the flames were blowing in from a broken window. She could see that the point where the wall met the ceiling was starting to ignite, little tongues of flame licking wickedly along the join. She tried to slosh water on it. It was happening in more than one place. The house continued to ignite around her. It was futile. She felt panic rise but forced herself to focus, telling herself, ‘Think about what you have to do next!’

				She needed the hose that she had dropped but she couldn’t go outside. She knew now that the ceiling was going to burn. The hot smoky air was rasping her airways and making her cough. She dropped to her stomach and crawled on the floor to find a spot where the heat and the smoke were not so deadly.

				She knew she should stay inside the house until the fire front passed, and only go outside when the radiant heat was low enough to permit survival. She planned to exit through the back of the house, the lee side with the picture windows and the beautiful views of the valley, because the ground there was paved with flagstones that would not have caught alight. Where to shelter in the meantime? She had to choose carefully. She knew the ceiling would soon fall. She had put the metal shutters up on most of her windows but left one bare so that she could see out. ‘Situational awareness,’ they call it in the military. It was still an inferno out there. She crawled along a passage away from the side the fire was attacking from, thinking it would put at least two walls between her and the flames. She thought the other side of the house would not yet have ignited.

				When she reached a bedroom, she put a knuckle on the door to test its temperature, as the CFA had taught her, and was astonished to find it burning hot. That part of the house must be alight too. She didn’t have time to work out how it might have happened because the passage could become a deathtrap; flames on either side, with her in the middle and no way to exit. She crawled back to the lounge room and saw the metre-wide eaves above its window were aflame. That shocked her too; there were no trees near them to have provided radiant heat, and embers could not have landed on their undersides, so they must have ignited purely from the heat of the air stoked by two fronts of fire. She remembered homes she had seen after bushfires. The last structure left standing was usually the chimney. Beside her lounge-room chimney was an alcove, about 1.5 metres wide, made of double-brick. That is where she went and that is where she stayed, crouched on the floor. They were long, scary moments. She thought, ‘If this ceiling falls before Iget out, Icould die.’ And then she chided herself: ‘Don’t think like that. Watch the ceiling and think of what to do next.’

				There was nothing to do but wait. Then she remembered that she had put her mobile phone in her pocket so she could at least alert her colleagues. She rang the CFA station again and said, ‘My house is burning.’ The volunteer told her they couldn’t send a truck to help her. ‘I know. Idon’t expect any trucks. I’m just letting you know the fire is here,’ Jones replied.

				She lost all sense of time. She was living intensely, from moment to moment. At some point she made the estimation that the worst was over. She put her shoulder through what remained of the top of the window and kicked out the bottom. She pulled her helmet low and her jacket high and ducked out below the flames in the eaves and stepped on to the flagstones. The eucalypts were flame trees. The air was unbelievably hot. The roar had not abated. She looked over her shoulder to see the house igniting more second by second. She realised she was standing under the powerline that connected the electricity pole to the house and knew she was not safe there. She wove her way through the glowing trees, crawled through her front fence and then got to her feet, weak with heat and lack of oxygen. She had her big red torch and a part-filled bottle of water she had snatched from the fridge. She stayed low to try to avoid the smoke because she was still struggling to breathe. She put the torch on the road and sat on it. She crouched over and sheltered her face on her arms.

				Most of the heat that comes out of a fire is convected heat – hot gases. They move with the air and go up in the convection column but they can sweep along ground level on their way up; they can also race up a steep hill. Humans subjected to that kind of radiant heat can be overwhelmed by it, killed by the effects of superheated air that sears the lining of the lungs so they can’t exchange oxygen. Put simply, people suffocate from the heat.

				Jones had read the book Touching the Void by Joe Simpson, a mountain climber who survived despite being left for dead with a broken leg on a snow-covered peak. She remembered his story of endurance and triumph over extreme adversity. She also remembered how he re-created the story of a group of four young Austrians who tried to climb the north face of the Eiger. The last one to perish had tried everything he could and then said, ‘I am finished.’Thinking of this, it came to her that her body might not last till morning. It had been mid-afternoon when she had left town for home, and morning was a long way away. ‘It’s not just a matter of how much effort you put in,’ she thought. ‘Sometimes effort is never going to overcome the circumstances.’

				Her house was gone. Fragments of brick wall were the only parts left standing. The metal shutters lay on the ground like twists of tinfoil. The wallaby lay still where it had fallen, with its paws in the air, dead. Tall trees crashed around her as fire ate through their trunks. She heard explosions in the distance. In the middle of this apocalypse a lone blowfly buzzed, its very normality a peculiarity. Jones’s eyes hurt and the world looked foggy but she tried to peer upwards to make sure none of the trees was ready to fall on her. It was so hot. It was so painful to breathe. Her throat hurt. Her chest ached. The red plastic casing of the torch melted and burned her backside through her protective trousers. Her feet blistered inside her firefighter’s boots.

				She told herself fiercely, ‘It doesn’t matter about your feet. It doesn’t matter about your backside. Just breathe!’

				Australians thought they had negotiated their relationship with fire. This day would leave the rules of engagement in ashes.
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				The town too tough to die

				Kinglake had already had its 15 minutes of fame. Back in February 1926, when bushfires razed part of the township – including the only pub for miles – the staunch ladies who ran the small, weatherboard post office refused to abandon their duties. They continued to operate the telephone exchange, helping locals to warn each other of impending danger, and offering refuge to other women and children. The fire came within a few metres of the post office. When sparks hit a nearby house the post-mistress’s daughters, Daisy and Mabel, climbed onto the roof to clear it of flammable material. The story of their ‘indomitable pluck and heroism’ was reported in the press, and they received a gracious cablegram from London from the nation’s expatriate darling. It read, ‘P.M. Daughters, Kinglake, Victoria. How wonderful you have been – long live such women as you. My love, Nellie Melba.’

				No lives were lost but, along with the hotel, the fire destroyed the Catholic church, Kinglake’s public hall, two houses and a sawmill and damaged the homes, barns and outbuildings of seven families. The Governor-General, Lord Stonehaven, visited Kinglake a few weeks later and was pictured on the front page of the daily paper The Sun with the post-mistress’s husband, Harry Thomson, who told him the story of the day. The Thomson family owned the hotel in the main street that had been destroyed. They set up a temporary bar in a nearby shed so business could resume. The hotel they rebuilt in 1927 on the original site – a rambling weatherboard with shady verandahs – is still Kinglake’s watering hole today.

				After making this brief blip on the radar of the great wide world, Kinglake retired once again to its peaceful obscurity.

				Its isolation was, and is, both a blessing and a curse. Kinglake is only an hour’s drive north-east of Melbourne but the township sits high on a ridge of the Great Dividing Range. A lonely, winding road weaves up to it from the quiet satellite township of Whittlesea on the plain below. The Kinglake Ranges, as it is known, has areas of open farmland, but they are dwarfed by its crowning glory: 20000 hectares of national forest whose gum trees disguise many of the ridges, escarpments, ravines and gullies that riddle its bewildering topography. Messmate gums are its most typical species, but it is also home to stringybarks and peppermints, and majestic stands of the tallest trees on the Australian mainland: mountain ash up to 400 years old and 92metres high. The mighty monarchs – mountain ash eucalyptus regnans, or ‘royal’ eucalyptus – survived the fires of 1926 and 1939 and lived in noble isolation in a water catchment area known as Wallaby Creek, which was closed to the public. Their human visitors were limited to those whose purpose was either to serve or pay homage to them: water workers, forest rangers and scientists. The American boffins found them dizzying; accustomed to climbing the giant redwoods of the United States, they got seasick from the swaying high up on an ash’s slender trunk. One mountain ash was remarkable for its thicker girth and had been nicknamed ‘Mr Jessop’, in honour of a man of similarly generous build who had been chairman of the Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of Works in the 1940s. Local parks ranger Tony Fitzgerald, who loves this forest, always dropped by to say hello to Mr Jessop when he was in the area.

				From Kinglake’s high points, you can see the city towers of Melbourne to the south-west and the vineyards of the Yarra Valley to the south. Wriggly spurs on which are etched narrow gravel tracks – the kind of road only a local would dare with confidence – connect the main road into Kinglake with the smaller and more scattered township of Strathewen in a valley below. Strathewen had never had even 15 minutes of fame. Many people who lived there liked it for exactly that reason.

				Old-timers say Kinglake has always been a tough place to live. It’s remote now and was even more so before the roads were sealed and the horse carts replaced by cars. It got electricity for the first time in 1961, even though powerlines had crossed the main road on their way to Melbourne for decades before that. In the 1970s, locals were still arguing over whether to install cat’s eyes on the main road. The climate can be dismally cold and wet, with heavy frosts and snowfalls in winter, and solid rainfall.

				Deidre Hawkins is a retired history teacher who was born and raised in Kinglake and has taken on the role of local historian. She says, ‘It used to be up to 60 inches a year, and my uncle ran the Kinglake Hotel for 17 years and if people came in and said, “What’s the rainfall up here?” he’d say, “Five feet!” It sounded phenomenal but it was true.’ The thick rainforest made it hard for the first white settlers to clear the land. They came, Hawkins says, with the Land Acts of the 1860s that offered farmers an acre for a pound, as long as they made another pound’s worth of improvements to it: clearing, fencing, cultivating, building a home. ‘They had to ringbark the trees, fell them, burn them and get rid of the stumps by charring them [lighting the stumps and gradually burning them down into the ground]. It was terribly hard work. Women and children were out picking up sticks to keep the fires going. It took a long time to get a few acres cleared to start a farm.’

				But the soil was rich and grew good crops, as Hawkins’s grandfather discovered when he, like many others, set up a raspberry farm at Kinglake. Most of the farms changed from berries to potatoes in the 1920s. It was back-breaking work. Hawkins has blurred sepia photographs that show local men hauling bulging sacks on their backs and using horses and ropes to drag mounds of potatoes on sledges. Her husband, also a local potato farmer, ended his days with a bad back too. Before cars it was a day’s ride to the Whittlesea shops to get supplies, so farms had to be self-sufficient; they kept fruit trees, vegetables, fowls, a cow. There was no doctor, and pregnant women either went to stay with relatives in town or gave birth at home with the help of lay midwives. Until Black Saturday 2009, the only people outside Kinglake who had heard of the place were bushwalkers, horse-trail riders or motorcyclists, who converge on the town most weekends after testing their cornering skills on ‘The Old Windy’ – a steep, narrow road with tight bends that runs from nearby Humevale to Kinglake.

				Traditionally, the Kinglake Ranges has not been a rich place. People could make a decent living but they had to work hard for it, and this forged a deep-seated ethos of self-reliance. The old farming families, labourers and small-business people who used to make up the area firmly believe they should be able to manage without help from others. Hawkins says, ‘It’s just that they’re brought up without much extra of anything, which means they believe you should be able to ... get along yourself and not impose on your neighbours because they probably don’t have any more than you do. It’s not just pride; it’s because they feel they should be able to manage.’ The resistance is only to accepting, it is not to giving. If a neighbour is in serious trouble, the local community circles the wagons. But that kind of help is personal and part of an ongoing relationship of equality, as opposed to systematic welfare from authorities, which is regarded with a withering rural eye.

				Hawkins has now moved off the mountain to Whittlesea to retire but she was heavily involved in local affairs during her decades at Kinglake. She says, ‘In the late eighties, they tried to establish Meals on Wheels there. We had older people who were the parents of farmers and were still living on the properties. We had older people who had retired here; they were not Kinglakers, they were newcomers. And we had parents of younger couples who had come up there to live and the parents had come with them. Most of the older ones who had retired there, or had come up with their children, would happily accept it. None of the older farming people would. “It feels like charity and we don’t need charity.”’

				The jaundice about handouts has been fuelled by what is perceived as decades of indifference from local authorities. For many years Kinglake was divided between the rear boundaries of three local councils, none of which, locals believed, gave a rat’s rear about its wellbeing. The town often fell on the boundaries of regions for state government services too, meaning the community was cut in half on bureaucratic charts, so officials often put it in the too-hard basket. Local community leader Anne Leadbeater, talking about the dearth of services and facilities, says, ‘We often say we’re at the arse end of everybody’s world. That means we have to be fairly resourceful and have to engage in a lot of outside-the-box thinking just to get things done.’

				Like all communities, it has its own internal fault-lines. One of them is the product of history and geography. Kinglake – which has several blocks of houses radiating out from a nondescript post-60s shopping strip – is a 15-minute drive from Kinglake West, whose only claim to a public building until recent times was a Mechanics Institute Hall. The two settlements regard each other with the kind of mutual disdain that characterises the relationship between Melbourne and Sydney. Kinglake West is more prosperous and more middle-class; Kinglake’s beauty, for many, lies in its refusal to engage in any way with games of Keeping Up with the Joneses. Hawkins blames the sniffiness on the fact that each settlement has its own primary school because of historic guidelines that no child must walk more than 4 miles to school, so the families of the two townships do not connect in everyday ways that would bridge the divide. When funding was finally obtained for a community centre, football oval and netball court, Kinglake dealt with the problem of where to build it in the same way Australia’s leaders resolved the argument over the placement of a national capital: they built it halfway between the two rivals, in a spot dubbed Kinglake Central.

				Since the 1960s a new form of ‘them and us’ has developed in Kinglake. It is a kind of social divide now familiar to many Australian bush towns that find themselves suddenly categorised by town planners as part of ‘the urban–rural interface’: the place where the city meets the country. In the 1970s, people began moving to Kinglake who were not going to live and work in a bubble there, as the existing locals did. They wanted to live in the country but commute to jobs in the city. They were often well-educated, professional people with experience of a world outside the closed one of the small mountain town. They were attracted by the beauty of the forest and the prospect of a freer, simpler life for their children. Others came for affordable land and a new beginning; the area had a high rate of single-parent and blended families. The townships of the Kinglake Ranges now have a population of around 5000, one-third of whom are children or teenagers. It is not until the teenage years that the downsides for families of Kinglake’s isolation become apparent. It has no secondary school, so teenagers split up and travel to up to 20 different schools off the mountain, fragmenting the community and making it hard for the kids to maintain old friendships. There is little in the way of activities – even less in the way of health and welfare services – for teenagers on the mountain. In the early 1990s, Kinglake recorded some of the state’s highest unemployment and youth suicide rates.

				The pace of outsiders moving to the mountain accelerated in the 1980s. Suddenly there were doctors, lawyers and university professors bringing in new ideas and, sometimes, new demands. Kinglake has no historic buildings to speak of; what the weather didn’t rot, bushfires burned, and it had always been a struggle to get money for public works. The newbies, who ostensibly came for the simple life, would sometimes astound locals with their demands. Hawkins, who had spent years on committees negotiating red tape and agitating for improvements, says disbelievingly, ‘Some of them would, unfortunately, say, “Somebody should get a swimming pool.” Well, hey, “somebody” is us, but they didn’t quite see it; they didn’t see why more hadn’t been done by the people who lived here. “You’re a bit backward here.” They didn’t understand that it had always been a struggle to get a new building or something like that; there was never a lot of money to splash around, nor a large enough population to justify getting a lot of money.’

				But the locals could see something lacking in the newcomers too, a lack that worried Hawkins. The long-established farming families, she says, ‘have had it ingrained in them that this is a really dangerous area. Most of us, in early childhood, heard stories of the fires before us, or have seen something of them. Old timers would talk about the ’26, and the ’39 [when parts of Kinglake’s forest burned and the town came under ember attack]. But if you’ve only been up here 10 or 12 years, you may not have been close enough to anything to get the feeling of danger. Although there was a fire in 2006, it didn’t really give people a sense of how bad a fire could be.’

				Her husband, Morris, died a few years ago, but she remembers that while they were on the farm, he would routinely leap into his ute and race out to summer fire calls. Farmers would meet the CFA truck and they would all attack a blaze together. Farmers also used fire to clear paddocks and were acutely aware of when they could and could not burn off safely. ‘They understand the wind and the temperature conditions. Farmers were all around you, and that talk is all around you of “bad day today for a fire” and that kind of thing. Farmers are always aware of fire. Morris used to always say to me, “If a fire comes and I’m not here, take all the kids and go out into the middle of the potato paddock. You’ll have clear space around you.”’ It worries her that those moving into the area don’t have this kind of background. ‘The commuters – they love the area. It’s so pretty, and so relaxing to be here. But they don’t really understand it.’ She remembers going on a Sunday drive with Morris, around 2002, down Bald Spur Road, where the houses were tucked closely into the bush. Because some were on a slope, the tops of the trees were level with the homes, gum leaves brushing the windows. Morris said in disbelief, “The people in this road are in a deathtrap if fire comes through here.”’

				Farmers didn’t always get it right. Victoria now bans the burning of any fuels thicker than a human finger past 15 October each year. This was brought in partly because farmers sometimes lit windrows or burned stumps late in the season. Such dense fuels can smoulder for weeks or months, leaving them ripe to ignite a serious fire when hot weather arrives.

				But they did understand enough of the practicalities of fire risk to be a step ahead of the official advice.

				After Black Saturday, some old-time farmers privately poured scorn on tree-changers whose homes on steep, heavily forested ridges were burned out. How smart could those bloody ‘educated’ types be, went the line, if they thought for a moment that a home on such a ridge could be defended? Such griping had many subtexts: the practical man’s contempt for book-learning, the insider’s resentment of outsiders, the older person’s dislike of change to what had been a comfortably settled world. There was also that thread of tension between the farmer and the environmentalist. The former sees trees as functional objects that are useful as windbreaks, as shade for stock and as guardians against soil erosion; if one needs to be cut down, another can be planted. To the pragmatic farmer, the environmentalist’s passion for trees as objects of beauty and symbols of a natural order deserving of human protection seems a kind of senseless idolatry. As for the longing of some people to live right among the trees – as so many did in Kinglake and Strathewen, with houses dotted deep into bushland – to many farmers, that seems downright foolhardy. But it is not the way of country people to comment on the business of others. And it was not the business of anyone to warn residents that their house would not be defendable against fire – CFA policy saw to that. The newcomers who did their best to educate themselves about fire relied on CFA publications that did not tell them what they most needed to know: that some houses were not defendable.

				In hindsight, many locals would later point to another factor that had undermined preparedness for a day such as Black Saturday. Kinglake had seen fires come up the hill in the 1960s and 1970s. After one, the town sign was changed to read, ‘Kinglake: The town too tough to die’. The most recent fire, while it had given everyone a fright, had also given people a mistaken idea of what a fire would be. It had sauntered up from Glenburn, to the north-east, in the summer of 2006. It took out more than 1500 hectares of forest and the town itself was threatened but the fire moved so slowly that there was plenty of time for warnings and plans. Dozens of fire trucks converged on the town and drove around the roads with sirens and loudspeakers, warning residents to be alert. A map in the Kinglake CFA station marked the fire’s changing boundaries. Locals dropped in to see it and pick up the latest bulletins. The tension went for days, which was unpleasant, but no-one could say they didn’t know what was happening. A weather change saved them. Hawkins saw it from her home down in Whittlesea. When she looks out into her backyard she can see the mountain on which she used to live and the ridge on which Kinglake lies. ‘We saw the storm go up there and become navy blue above Kinglake just at the time when we knew the fires were up there, and down came the rain – sent from heaven.’ It was a pattern that has been seen several times: a slow-moving threat, a convergence of fire trucks from all over, followed by almost miraculous last-minute salvation by the weather.

				Kinglakers had been conditioned to believe that God and the CFA would be there for them.
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