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The Day the Fire Came By.  

What I did on my Summer Holidays or 

The first week of the new decade (with a few digressions) in Mallacoota. 

Don Ashby 

 

I often revisit in my mind a moment during the first week of the fires.  

I had found myself coordinating the ad hoc Relief Centre at The Main Hall (Mallacoota’s 

Basketball Court). I had been called over to the ‘Muddie’ (Mallacoota Mudbrick Pavilion – 

our community hall) to deal with some power issues.  The shire council has not upgraded 

‘The Muddie’ for several decades and the power supply is not up to contemporary needs 

and fuses kept blowing. While I was there the vets asked if anything could be done about 

the lighting in the area of the hall where they were operating on injured animals. One was 

underway at that moment and they were having trouble seeing what they were doing.  Up 

the ladder I went and soon had some stage lights re deployed.  I was directing a light 

manually for the vets, who were doing a tricky bit, when my phone rang.  Juggling one 

handed I answered, and it was the DHHS wanting to talk about some new arrangements 

for the Relief Centre. Taking directions from the vets regarding the bits to point the light 

at and discussing water and food boxes with the lady on the other end of the phone added 

a whole new level to multi-tasking. When the operation and the phone call were over, and 

I finally got down the ladder I commented to Alex (one of the incredibly dedicated wildlife 

rescue local volunteers) -’Get me out of this movie!’  That moment has exemplified for me 

what we have all been going through for the last three months. There is, still today, a 

continued sense of brittle unreality that has been amplified by the emergence of the 

pandemic. 



We have lived in Mallacoota for 25 years and I had done seasonal work here for the 

previous 10.  We are not locals yet.  You must have gone to school here and or have a 

couple of forebears in the cemetery to be one of those. I know the place pretty well and 

engaged community members know me. I have occupied my time here working on 

community projects and helping to manage our local halls, park and oval.  I have been 

volunteering at the school and radio station for over 30 years.  Unlike most incomers, I 

didn’t come here for the wilderness (of which there really is little, or none left anyway), 

or the beaches, but to help with community arts activities.    

I am widely known for knowing where most things are and more or less how they work.  

I own (or owned) a great deal of useful kit.  A lifetime spent at the technically pointy end 

of the theatre/entertainment industry means I have some useful skills in improvisation, 

repurposing and use of materials. 

I, and most other people who were paying attention, knew that it was not ‘if’ but ‘when’ 

the fires would strike.  I had been fairly convinced they were coming the previous year 

and knew with a very high degree of certainty they would be coming this year very soon.  

They came a month earlier than even I had expected. 

Our family had made our plans early.  When Code Red days was predicted for two 

consecutive days, we would pack the cars and leave.  The house, we judged, was not 

defensible. Then the fire started at Wingan.  No Code Red days.   The town of Mallacoota 

was woefully prepared.  Authorities had made it clear we were on our own.  After a deal 

of discussion, the family and pets piled into Max’s van and left for Melbourne just before 

the roads closed.  I decided to stay, to help defend and assist in the aftermath.  I loaded 

some precious family things into my old Nissan and drove it to a friend’s place that was 

well defended.   

As the fire approached ever closer a town meeting was called.  We set up a sheltering gazebo and a PA on the oval and 
the community was addressed by representative from several agencies.  Protocols were put in place.  When all the 
emergency vehicles throughout the township sounded their sirens then that was the signal to assemble on the 
foreshore of the lake in the caravan park and at the adjacent town wharf. 

Despite numerous representations from my committee and other agencies, no work had 

been done on the Main Hall to secure it from bushfire threat.  It was not classed as a 

refuge.  The Hall was also the site for our annual January cinema and had been set up and 

had been showing films for a couple of nights already. 

I then took the other car and loaded it with a few more bits and everything I could think 

of that might be useful in a post fire relief center situation.  I followed the track of the 

Nissan and hunkered down to help defend my friend’s house.  It was the last time I saw 

my house not in flames.   

The property I was helping to defend was well set up with tanks, sprinklers and fire pumps 

but was in a vulnerable area being on a treed block and close to remnant bushland. We 

waited.  The waiting was the hard part.  We drove down to the wharf to check on one of 

the family members who was with the family boats.  The area was like something from 

Dante’s inferno.  The red light making everything seem unreal.  The air was thick with 

fear but rich with the community spirit for which Mallacoota is famous.  People were even 



joking about the failure of the pumping truck that was supposed to refill CFA tankers. Not 

much sleep that night.  Anxiety levels were high.  

It was clear that if the fire got into the densely packed caravans, boats, cars and people 

the outcome would have been unthinkable.  There was nowhere to go – the thought of 

thousands of men, women, children and pets jumping into the waters of the lake was 

horrific.  Fortunately, we dodged that bullet because of a last-minute wind change. 

When the fire from arrived, we were plunged into total darkness sparkling with falling 

embers.  The red horizon glow gave us no illumination.  We were in a snow-globe of 

smoke.   

Goggles and face masks rendered us all anonymous and weirdly alien. 

We were up the hill from a large caravan storage depot.  It was very like being in the 

middle of a war.  Explosion, shrieking out-gassing bottles and deafening roars.  One 

explosion shook the house.  We were nervous that we were in danger of being conked on 

the head by shrapnel.   

In an adjacent paddock were some very frightened horse.  We were extremely concerned 

that the long dry grass would catch. I contemplated letting the horses out of the paddock 

but concluded that uncontrolled frightened horses running around the community would 

injure the horses and humans they encountered more surely than leaving them where 

they were.  With the constant rain of burning debris I cannot explain why the paddock did 

not burn, but it didn’t.  The horses stayed safe. 

The property I was helping to defend survived – a credit to the preparation undertaken by 

the owners.  When we judged the immediate danger was over, we went to check out the 

status of my property.  As we drove up all looked well. The house seemed to have survived.  

I went through the gate and up the drive.  When I got to the back of the house however 

it was all ablaze.  The fire had come through from the road behind, through the bordering 

houses and jumped from studio-flat, through the garage and onto the back veranda.   

There was nothing to do but stand back and watch it burn.  Two dominant emotions 

claimed me: the regret at the destruction of a house full of memory and the results of 

much labor and a deep sense of relief that all that stuff was no longer a burden.  Both 

those emotions remain.  Everyday lost things float to the surface of my mind with pangs 

of regret.   In a parallel there is excitement at the opportunity to rebuild something new 

and creative. We were adequately insured. 

Our next-door neighbor was managing the almost zero water pressure by finely spraying 

the adjacent side of his house.  His vigilance was successful, and his house survived with 

minimal damage.  This was a great relief to us.  The thought that our burning house had 

contributed to the destruction of our neighbor’s would have been harder to bear than the 

destruction of our own place.  We had gambled on creating a domestic environment that 

was congenial to us but that did not comply with the strictest guidelines for the safest 

possible fire management protocols and we lost.  At least we took no one else with us. 

The destruction caused by the fire front was followed by a second wave.  Creeping ground 

fire burnt like fuses seeking out patches of dry vegetation, piles of sticks, domestic 



accumulations of inflammable material until it suddenly found major buildings.  It was 

during this time that the vigilance of individuals who had set themselves the task of 

seeking these slow burns out and extinguishing them saved countless house.  One 

volunteer, hunting fire, found a house seriously under threat and inside a disabled person 

who could not leave.  She had no phone and had been forgotten.  These roving volunteers 

deserve far more recognition than they have received.  

After we left my property to burn, there was nothing we could do, we went down to The 

Wharf.  Linking up with the young man who had been with my friend’s boats. We were 

talking quietly, when across the water a house suddenly erupted into flame, soon after 

another one followed suit. They burnt – victims of the slow burning creeping ground fire. 

I was going to say – ‘when the smoke cleared’ but of course it didn’t for weeks.  It became 

obvious that the community has survived as a result of the strenuous work of a heap of 

official and unofficial volunteers and agency workers, backed up by a huge chunk of luck.  

About eight or so fire tankers trying to go somewhere else were diverted to Mallacoota 

when they couldn’t get through after the roads closed, our loses would have been a great 

deal greater (maybe total) if they had not been here.  Just as the fire was about to get 

into Mortimer’s Paddock (a piece of remnant regrowth bushland) adjacent to the town and 

Shire Caravan Park the wind shifted and became onshore, driving the fire at right angles 

to its original vector.  Ironically it was this wind change that contributed to the burning of 

my house.   

Deciding that the immediate danger was over.  I took myself to The Main Hall to see what 

was what.  When I got there, I discovered a small group of tourists in charge.  They were 

trying to help distressed older people and young families.  These refugees, until they were 

evacuated were extraordinary selfless, efficient and compassionate in their voluntary 

delivery of much needed help. The chaos, from the when the fire front came through was 

everywhere.  The place was filled with quietly terrified refugees.  

 As I said earlier – The Main Hall had been set up as a Cinema (as it is every year by a 

company from Lakes Entrance) and they had been showing films as a way of distracting 

people from their fear. Overnight and during the fire event the cinema had supplied a 

small generator and had a couple of battery lanterns.  The hall has little natural light.    

The staff were wound up pretty tight and were very concerned about their boss losing 

money. It took several days to convince them that the cinema was not going to reopen 

real soon.  

The tourist volunteers and I got on with the business of turning a disaster area into a relief 

center. I set about doing what I do, which is logistics.  We quickly set up my generator 

and ran out a lot of emergency lighting so we could see what we were doing.  We then set 

about cleaning up, emptying rubbish changing the seats to an auditorium style (for the 

community meetings), rearranging all the beds around the walls and cleaning toilets.  I 

went and raided a few places of which I knew and got an electric jug, milk, tea and other 

life necessities.  We set up a multiple phone charging station. We got a radio going so we 

could get fire updates from the ABC.  



VicPol were on the scene and after I told them I had a PA they asked me to set it up to be 

used for community meetings.  Off I went through the smoke across the oval to the Muddie 

(The Mallacoota Mudbrick Pavilion) which is our town performance venue and loaded a PA 

into my trusty Mitsubishi. I bounced back across the oval unloaded and we set it set up.  

As the word got out that we would be holding a community briefing more and more people 

arrived.   

Eva Grunden and I found each other, she had grown up here (and I have known her for 

many years, since she was a teenager) but she was currently living in Bruthen and had 

been in town visiting her prents. She was an employee of the East Gippsland Shire (of 

only a couple of weeks standing as an event coordinator), she was defacto Shire person 

On the Spot.  As time passed Eva became the community liaison with the various agencies 

smoothing the way for us at the Hall Relief Center, coordinating the other agencies, so we 

all could do the job the best way we could. Eva became our Winston Churchill – tireless, 

positive, indomitable and irresistible.  The person of the hour. Fortunately, she did not 

smoke cigars.  

I also renewed my acquaintance with The Reverend Jude Benton.  I had fitted out her 

church with a PA earlier in 2019.  She had made the church available for families, was 

screening movies and giving comfort and good advice.  She became a key coordinator in 

the relief effort.  Both Eva and Jude always put a human face on the relief effort.  Many 

were swamped by the enormity of it all and ran around trying to stick not enough fingers 

into too many holes.  Jude and Eva were adamant that no one would be left behind and 

that the best outcome should be there for everyone. 

The Muddie and the town oval are always taken over at Christmas/New Year by two church 

groups - The Scripture Union and Theos.  They run programs for young people and create 

a safe place for underage tourist and locals to hang out and socialize.  They have been 

doing this for at least thirty years.  They are mostly young people with a few older minders.  

These young people who largely came from suburban Melbourne stepped up to the 

challenge.  They had all been camping in the Caravan park and were exposed and 

vulnerable.  Until they were evacuated out, they were there as a small army of willing 

people.  It just took a phone call, or a visit and things got done. 

The Red Cross arrived, and things became much more manageable.  There were trained 

people (though volunteers) who could offer support, comfort and financial aid to 120 or 

so house holds who had been burnt out. They also had to help the crowds of distressed 

tourists who had been put at extreme risk by the failure of East Gippsland Shire to close 

the Foreshore Camp Park when the fire began its relentless approach to our town.   

I cannot emphasize enough our gratitude to all the Red Cross teams who came through 

our center.  They were professional, compassionate and often a great deal of fun. Fun is 

much needed in a disaster. It would have been unthinkable without them.  They operated 

under considerable difficulty.  Some of the teams were marooned for days, stuck enroute 

in airport transit areas waiting for transport.  Often one team would be flown out before 



the next team flew in so there were times with no Red Cross and no handover, was left to 

us to take the debrief and then brief the newcomers. 

They became our conduit to the outside world.  Through them we were contacted by 

Andrew Forester’s Minderoo Foundation.  They asked us for a shopping list of what we 

needed. We had got no-where requesting through the agencies on the ground. They were 

under resourced and stretched to breaking point.   We put one together, after asking 

around, and texted it through.  A few days later boxes and boxes arrived: generators, 

extension cords, power boards; battery lanterns, torches, radios, phone rechargers and 

cables; camping gas stoves, PPE supplies, batteries, chain saws and much more, it was 

better than Christmas.  This was key to the effective functioning of the early relief effort.  

Similar emergency equipment did not arrive in Mallacoota from The East Gippsland Shire 

or other agencies until a month later when their usefulness had all but disappeared. 

We requested from the emergency managers a Wi-Fi hub for the Hall as Red Cross and 

other volunteer agencies, tourists and locals needed to contact the outside world and each 

other.  This request seemed to have fallen into a black hole. In desperation I rang a friend 

of mine who was a senior member of an I.T. department in The Victorian State 

Government for help.  He had a Cradlepoint 4G modem helicoptered to us within 24 hours.  

We were connected to the outside world! 

I don’t know how many slabs of water we unloaded and distributed.  It would have been 

many, many thousands.  Food Bank boxes began to arrive with the ADF ship.  While one 

applauds the effort made by Food Bank volunteers, what arrived starkly highlighted the 

failure of the government’s disaster preparation.   Food Bank depends on donations from 

supermarkets and other sources.  The donators do not donate goods to any plan.  The 

choice of what to donate is predicated more often on lines that are either going out of 

date or are slow to move rather than what can usefully contribute to a healthy diet.  We 

received a great deal of useless rubbish. Notable were a pallet of chocolate bullets, half a 

pallet of time expired pepper and scores of tins of liver pate.  We received one packet of 

powdered milk!  We had to unpack, sort and repack over a thousand food boxes to create 

useful relief packs.  We also set up a ‘supermarket’ for people to make their own selection. 

Clearly what is needed is government stockpiles, at high risk locations, of dietarily 

balanced food packs. There also needs to be cached stockpiles of emergency equipment 

like generators, battery powered lighting and communication tools, water, PPE and shelter 

and bedding. 

Considering the gravity and complexity of the disaster over-taxed agencies and individuals 

made mistakes and committed indiscretions.  On the whole people were tolerant of these. 

Those who were too overwrought to cope understandably reacted badly.  The worst 

culprits by far were some of the denizens of social media.  Trolls and gargoyles who 

through malice, mischief or lack of intelligence or emotional intelligence created harm and 

chaos and made the work of people in the relief effort hugely more difficult.  Particularly 

the moderators of public pages fell far short of responsible management.  Many post-

moderated – the pages were put up and only taken down after they had been made public, 



many did not moderate at all. It is hard to quantify the immense pain and damage these 

people caused. 

 

My family had got out before the roads closed.  My mother in law, who is elderly with 

mobility issues, had to be got out of town and we had numerous pets that would have 

been impossible to manage.  They were holed up in my mother’s-in-law Melbourne house.  

My ex-partner had to go solo dealing with our two boys who are both high functioning 

autistic, her mother, 3 neurotic dogs and a bossy cat.  She was also very upset about not 

being able to contribute to the community recovery efforts or able to view the ruins of our 

house.  She managed, but it was very difficult.  I was very busy engaged in high pressure 

activities in the thick of it she was far away managing in a house containing too many 

people and animals.  There were not a few strained phone calls. 

  The children seem to particularly have suffered from the evacuation experience.  There 

was a dislocation also between the evacuees and the ones who went through the fire on 

the ground.  The experiences had been so different that there was difficulty in 

communicating about their experiences with each other. 

 

Our local wild-life refuge is an entirely voluntary affair funded out of the pocket of the 

couple that manages it and the odd local donation.  They quickly moved their base of 

operations to The Muddie and collected around them a group of local volunteers.  There 

were many burnt animals, koalas, kangaroos and wallabies, birds and reptiles.  Working 

with improvised equipment they held the fort until a draught of vets arrived.  The initial 

period before the arrival of the vets was incredibly stressful and the volunteers need a 

great deal of public recognition for what they did.  Hopefully public donations will mean 

that a well-resourced wildlife refuge can be established, and the pressure eased on the 

financial and time resources of our volunteers. 

 

Our local chapters of volunteer emergency service groups like The SES and CFA were key 

to the survival of our community in that first week and onwards and up to the present. 

One of the key things that separates small communities like us from the larger 

metropolitan and regional centers is that we know everybody.  We know each other.   So, 

cooperation is cross lateral, and delegation can be done efficiently as we know every 

bodies capabilities, strength and weaknesses.  This cuts a great deal of red tape and 

encourages and facilitates cooperation.   

One thing I noticed is that this was not always reflected in the profession agencies and 

services.   There was, in some cases, jealousy and competition for primacy.  One 

distressing thing seemed to be antipathy from some element of the Emergency 

Management Group towards our Medical Center.  This seemed very foolish as all services 

were fulfilling key roles and the doctors at the Medical Center were struggling and under 

resourced, getting little help from the agencies who should have known better. 



When the ADF arrived, it was a complete game changer.  Suddenly we had help.  We had 

resources.  The naval ship evacuated the thousands of tourists.  The tourists who had 

been such tireless volunteers left us.  The gap was filled quickly by a group of half a dozen 

locals who stuck with the often stressful and repetitive tasks for the long haul.  I can’t 

praise their contribution to the town’s recovery highly enough.  Everything from making 

daily soup, loading and unload trucks with water and food, sorting food boxes and cleaning 

toilets.  Constant effort for 10 to 12 hours a day for over six weeks. 

So that was the first week with a few excursions into later events.  I learned a great deal 

about myself during the experience.  It was transformational. I am a different human 

being than I was before it happened.  The principle that has been on the lips of all working 

towards our recovery association has been ‘Do No Harm’.  I think I have adhered to that 

apart from one lapse of which I am ashamed.  One of the hardest things to manage for 

our group of relief workers was the expectation from some of the community was that we 

had no permission to make mistakes.  This was very wearing at times.  Like walking on 

eggshells.  People who are afraid are not reasonable. 

So many community members played key roles in the deliverance of out town.  Those 

who volunteer for emergency services and spend years getting training and being 

endlessly on call.  There were those, who during the fires, roved the neighborhoods 

searching out spot fires and extinguishing them.  These people saved hundreds of houses.  

The volunteers with no training or experience stepped into perform jobs that would 

normally be done by highly paid professionals.  There were the volunteers who cleaned 

toilets, made sandwiches, manned opshops, looked after children, fed and healed wildlife, 

picked up rubbish and visited the infirm and the frightened. If you were one of these or 

performed tasks I have not mentioned, thank you. 

 

Our community was the victim of external factors.  Not the least was the State, Federal and 

Local governments failure to recognize or act on the Climate Emergency. They are the reason 

we had the fires.  There was (and is) also government failure to make enough funds available 

and have the will to manage our forests, national parks and bushland.  Seeing them as 

extractive sources of raw material or tourist attractions. There has been much uninformed 

criticism of forest management.  Effective forest management, whether ii is a regime of burning 

or other methods, is expensive.  The successive governments have relentlessly whittled away 

the tax base till there are no resources left to manage our wilderness. Without a radical rethink 

at all levels of government the fire will come by again, and again, and again. 
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