
Wild Fire
W R I T T E N  B Y  S O N I A  B U C K L E Y



The importance of sharing your story.
H E R E  W E  G O  A G A I N . . N OT  T H E  F I R S T  T I M E  W O N T  B E  T H E  L A S T. .

I heard the phone ring, an old timers voice, who from the sound of his wise 
weariness, had weathered many years in the Australian bush. He said to me in the 
course of a conversation, “The rabbits are milky, kittens all around, so some serious 
rain it is on its way”. I prayed he was right! Turns out he was! Just the evening before 
Micky had headshot several rabbits on Lake Omeo, amid the heavy smoke and all 
the Chaos, “Hunter”my Kelpie cross still needed feeding. 

There is a certain tiredness that creeps into you very bones and sits deep in the  
soul when it comes to Wildfire. It’s different to the tired you feel after farming all day 
or renovating a house, looking after aged parents or even worrying about finances, 
heck that’s just the normal tired. The sort of tired I am talking about stays with you 
and it scars. 

Every person has a unique story to tell and after endless weeks of wildfire and 
destruction I will share my story and speak my truth.  There is a strong message in 
the flames, we must learn to change and trust nature. First Nation people have 
dreamtime stories of how it is a natural part of this ancient landscape to burn. We 
must not forget that. We need to listen. Like them we must hear the rhythms and 
cycles of Nature and work with and for her. Fear has caused us to think we can 
control and suppress this natural process. This is as dangerous as the Wildfire itself.  

Milky Rabbits

Hunter the faithful firefighting dog!



W H AT  H I S TO R Y  T E L L S  U S

I was lucky enough to grow up in a 
time where the Mountain Cattleman 
still roamed the HighCountry freely.  
Christina Helen Hollands was born to 
the mountains and she never left 
them, her Grandparents Walter and 
Teeney Sloan were First Settlers in 
the mid 1800s. Nanny raised me 
through my teenage years after her 
husband Mick Mathews who was a 
Cattleman and Horse Trainer passed 
away. I was put to work with Rusty 
Connley who managed our Hereford 
Cattle Farm. We took our cattle up 
the Eastern Ranges via Beloka and 
Buckwong to Charlies Creek, it kept 
the the tracks open and the cattle ate 
down the grass, at the right time the 
Cattleman would light cool burns, 

just as the Aboriginal had practiced. 
This would act as wild fire prevention 
and create green pic for the wildlife 
and cattle. Then in comes a Scientist 
who after a few years of study 
concluded that the cattle must go. 
The scientist was part of the Greens 

party who aligned with the Labour 
Government, the City centric policy 
dominated over common sense. The 
Country has been locked up since 
the 80s and left to become heavy 
with fuel load. Now this Country has 
suffered devastating Wild Fire.  

Mountain Cattleman photo courtesy of the Weekly Times 

My Grandmother



W H AT  H I S TO R Y  T E L L S  U S

On 6 February 1967 two Piper Pawnees from Benambra near Omeo, flown by Ben Buckley and Bob 
Lansbury, made Australia's first operational drop of fire retardant slurry on a small lightning-strike. 
The 15 drops were able to contain the remote fire which by land was in unreachable rugged terrain. 
[35] Picture Noel Braid and Pilot Ben Buckley. 

Alpine Aviation FireBombing Base

My father Ben Buckleys legacy 
for one life time has been great. 
From saving lives doing 
medivacs to fighting fires and 
then contributing to community 
as a local politician. As a young  
cropdusting pilot he flew up into 
the Highcountry in an old tiger 
moth, met my mother and 
started Alpine Aviation, creating 
the first operational airbombing 
base in Australia. I have flown 
with him when fighting fires, in 
aerobatic airshows and crop-
dusting. I can say I  had a most 
exciting childhood, yet my 
experience has given me an 
interesting viewpoint. I’ve 
watched the  firefighting Industry 
morph into a huge business. 

I will share a conversation that I had with my father some 15 years ago. It was with 
a heavy heart he sat at out kitchen table and after a few well earned full strength 
beers, he put his head in his hands and stated “We shouldn’t have put that one 
out Sonny” he was wrestling with the necessity to provide for his family and his 
beliefs. No doubt it was appropriate at times to suppress fire that would have 
become wild fire, thus preventing forest destruction and asset protection, yet 
there were many occasions when my father believed that the fires he was 
instructed to put out should have been left to burn quietly and reduce fuel load.



I remember 
simpler times, my Nanny dancing in front of the open fire, in her warm kitchen, 
she would do a little Charleston shuffle, singing ‘Bare foot days when we were 
young” all the while smiling through all of her suffering. She survived many 
hardships, yet still welcomed almost everyone to her hearth and always had the 
billy on the boil. The 39 fires she spoke of with quiet apprehension, the depth 
of tragedy I did not fully comprehend until now, nor the fear that still resinated 
with her in her old wise eyes.  

We see it now, on the fire impacted, the people who have lost their loved ones, 
their homes, their pastures, stock and fences. Their lively hoods decimated, 
who have to some how start again and make sense of it all. We see the stress in 
the faces of lives that have been displaced, and broken.  The fearlessness of 
those that have been at the front lines, also the farmers, the leaders, the 
workers, CFA volunteers, who have taken a financial hit to fight. I would think 
that at least the CFA should have renumeration for their efforts! 

Let us not forget the fire affected, the people who’s towns were spared, yet not 
spared the chaos, the upside down of it all has taken its toll. Packing the 
photographs first aid kit and swags into your get away car. Moving stock. Fixing 
water systems. The days and days of nervous wait as the fire billows and heaves 
and groans, surrounding us in all directions! The smoke stings our eyes and fills 
our lungs as we try to get on with life. We prepare, we fight, we run. No doubt 
this was a mega fire event, yet is not unprecedented. The Media have whipped 
climate change alarmists into a frenzy creating a scapegoat for Government .

W H AT  H I S TO R Y  T E L L S  U S

Fire not Unprecedented only Media Hype!

Artist impression of Black Thursday in 1851. 
Mega firestorms happened in 
1926,1939,1967,1983, 2003, 2009 & 2020 so 
this is certainly not unprecedented. 



Like most Country Girls, I like to fish and hunt. My Dad 
gave me a gun for my 9th Birthday and said off you go and 
get some rabbits for dinner. Its just part of life and catching 
your dinner is a real treat! So when I get the chance I like to 
wet a line. Normally I will catch a trout in the Mitta, yet this 
year I have had the chance to do some beach fishing and 
for a change I went to Reeves Beach to catch some 
flathead, this was important because I had spent weeks in 
the smoke and my lungs were in need of a rest. My sister 
Nelly was on “Aged Aviator” duty so I was free to make my 
escape! After setting up a sprinkler system and getting my 
house “fire ready” I packed my camping trailer and headed 
over to Dargo to get to the coast as the Great Alpine Rd 
was closed due to fire impact. I had a bloody good time 
with mates, we camped and sang and fished and threw 
back a few cold ones! The day I got word my Godson 
Patricks house had been burnt down in the Sarsfield fires 
we packed up camp,  the only way home was over Mt 
Hotham, Dad sent up the balloon and said pick up a 
generator on the way home, Saturday is going to be a bad 
one, so whilst most people were evacuating East 
Gippsland we headed home. We got supplies at the Vic 

Market a Generator from Wangaratta and drove up over 
Hotham. I love this Country and its wild beauty. 
Unrelentingly harsh. Unpredictable. It fills me with wonder. 
Normally you can stand up in that country and the air is so 
fresh your lungs hurt from the purity, yet on this day, you 
could barely breath. Over Hotham you could see huge 
strands of  the dead snow gums from the previous fires, 
the haunting tragedy that has been stupidly left as tinder 
for the next wild fire.  A lot has made me angry about how 
our Governments continue to get away with 
mismanagement of our environment then happily let 
Climate change activists hijack the mismanagement as a 
Climate change issue! I guess that’s why I share with you 
my views, I also cannot understand why we don’t harvest 
our dead timber so it won’t continue to add to the fuel 
load! I am aware it is a green policy to provide the odd 
hollow for wild life but if thier is no wild life left after been 
subjected to Mega fires, that does not make an ounce of 
sense! So off we continue on our mission.  On this day it 
was hot and it was windy and the smoke was thick and it 
was quiet. We did not see one car. Everyone had 
evacuated or the few left were getting ready to fight and 
move live stock. You could feel the anticipation, the uneasy 
feeling of being fully aware of the dangers that await you.

T H E  J O U R N E Y  H O M E

Gone Fishing my story.. 



So all battle stations, as they say this shit just got real and 
was about to hit the fan! It was hot, dry and windy for days 
perfect fire weather and the only thing “unprecedented” 
was the bloody fuel load, a direct government 
mismanagement issue that was now a serious life 
threatening event, to the wild life and community.  Let us 
have an honest discussion here. We can’t change the fact 
that lighting was starting these fires. We can’t change the 
fact that our continent is prone to drought. The only thing 
we can change is fuel load. It can be dealt with by firewood 
collection. Traditional Cool burn fire farming techniques. 
Grazing.  Timber harvesting with reformed select falling 
methods.  Departments should be contributing financially, 
allowing and assisting private land holders to clear for 
asset protection and boundary maintenance, especially 
next to state and National Parks. These management 
strategies are what the Greens don’t want. Sure they want 
to save the trees and the animals, in a misguided belief 
they think lets lock it up, not tend to it, only too realise in 
doing so, this ideology creates the ideal conditions to burn 
forests, wildlife our homes and a few unfortunate souls, 
now does anyone not see the insanity of that? 

There is no way that the Department's where ready or in 
any way capable of defending the onslaught that was 
about to hit us.  It was an impossible task. I am sure every 
person did the very best they could that had to be 
involved with the response. Our Prime Minister Scomo was 
heavily criticised for leaving the Country to go on holidays, 
knowing that fires had been threatening since November. 
He should have had systems in place prior to the event 
and his response was that it was a State issue? Not good 
enough. By the time we saw boots on the ground it was an 
exercise in wasting tax payers money. Our rec reserve 
where people had sheltered during the event turned into a 
huge camp yet by the time they set up they packed up as 
the rain hit, too late Scomo. Just before New Year the 
Victorian State evacuated the East Gippsland Region and 
many people left. It was the right thing to do even though 
it impacted business.  Many left our area, many stayed and 
there is a reason for that an exceptionally good one, duty 
of care. The people who stayed hoped for the best yet 
prepared for the worse, stock had to be dealt with, asset 
protection was another solid reason and caring for the 
elderly. This is where my story starts I had to get my arse 
into gear and respond to the challenges that were about 
to begin. 

F I R E  S T R E TC H E S  I T S  L E G S

Get your arse into gear



I T S  A  G H O S T  TO W N  A N D  I  A M  C A L M

Sometime you just gotta dig your 
heals in. Now when you make the 
decision to stay and defend you 
have to do it for the right reasons 
and you have to have a bloody 
good plan and you also have to 
have an evacuation option in place 
as well. As soon as my feet hit the 
ground I was running. It was 
spontaneous and reactionary. We 
are a small community. Many had 
left which I respected and especially 
getting the children out of it. People 
have a duty of care to each other, to 
the live stock and the environment. 
We had fires burning in all different 
directions around our township and 
the Saturday was going to be a bad 
day. My son and his mates jumped 
in thier 4WDs threw on the slip ons 
and made it over the Berigan Track 
from Dargo to get here to help us. It 
was a bloody relief to see them. Tom 

jumped on Connley’s tractor and 
made light work of the mess behind 
my Dads House. In this picture you 
can see the thick smoke that was 
present for weeks.  We had 3 houses 
to defend. Our land on the Mitta was 
not defendable at that point and we 
had no stock on it so other than 
fences and some other assets there 
we left it all till later. So we fortified, 
checked all the water systems were 

operational, sprinklers, hoses, 
mobile tankers full, pumps working, 
then making sure your friends 
properties where ready, other family 
members. There were three houses 
vacant around mine, this is when we 
could have done with the boots on 
the ground to help defend. They 
arrived but just too late. By the time 
they got here it was a bit of back 
burning and mop up to do.

Bloody Good Tractor!



Tristan Green of Green planet and Sonia Buckley at Parkers Bore Benambra with his Generator. So 
they say a picture speaks a thousand words. The happiness on my face is one of relief. We had a 
generator in time, a complete stranger yet I consider him a bloody good mate to our community.

D E PA R T M E N T  O F  M E LT D O W N

No is not an answer.

We had two days that were a 
week apart, where we were 
under direct threat of ember 
attack in Benambra. At this time 
Aus net had sent a txt saying to 
not rely upon the power supply 
as they were running low on fuel 
for their generators. This alerted 
me to the fact that we did not 
have a generator in place to run 
the water from Parkers Bore to 
the critical infrastructure  
Aeroplane FireBombing Base 
Benambra. I contacted DWELP to 
insist they supply us with one as 
they have the contract to supply 
the water to the air field. The 
response from was 
firm, No. Instead the Department 
made the choice to put the 
generators they had at the 
SwiftsCreek Hotel and the 
Bakery.  I spoke with Incident  
Controller afterwards,

I asked if the bombing base had run out of water what was his plan? He stated 
he would have sent a truck to the Mitta Mitta to fill up! Logistically this would 
have taken hours to achieve and most likely would not have been possible as 
the rd to the Mitta could have been under fire attack itself. The simple solution 
was to have a generator. Through social media, I sourced a good Samaritan who 
was prepared to come at a moments notice and bring a generator, he left it with 
us for the whole Fire season, also sourced donated expensive parts for future 
events when a generator is needed. When I asked to help us return 
the generator he stated, “It was not high on his list of priorities”. 



F I X I N G  T H E  L E A K S  A N D  W H AT ’ S  T H AT  I  C A N T  H E A R  YO U ?

When your community is under threat you see the very best and worst in people. I mostly 
saw the best in my home town. Murphys law when you don’t want a system to fail it will. The 
system that supplies the water to the fire base started to breech everywhere, I ordered the 
parts after speaking to the Shire/ Dad and the Mayor, as by this time DWELP had said it was 
not their responsibility a Senior citizen gave me a hand to get the job done as 
many of the parts were seized. At one point the two of us were belly flat on the ground with 
stilsons in our hands trying to lever apart a stuck valve, well it let go and at the same time 
we both hit the deck! Must have looked a sight! Laughter prevailed and we got on with the 
rest of it. Another issue was communications, quite often our mobile service failed. So I 
asked from the Shire to supply some hand held radios, so that for those of 
us who were in town could co ordinate our efforts was doing a great job at 
the Rec reserve, it would have been handy to have the Store, the Neighbourhood House, 
the Rec Reserve and a town coordinator being able to directly communicate via hand helds. 
The response from was No. I was contacted by a radio station to report on 
the current situation at the time and they asked, “was there anything we needed”. I said 
radios! GME responded and sent us two packs of hand helds. Once again private 
enterprise stepped in to help us when Government failed. It has become apparent that the 
Victorian State Government has not taken the Royal Commission seriously or implemented 
what was suggested in that report. I hope that it may change in the future, yet it is the view 
of many Country people that it will not. This greatly saddens me as I would hope that out of 
this we could see that towns like mine get a seat at the table and that we get a chance to 
speak and be heard and that systems be put in place to help protect communities .

Barry Pendergast cleaning up assembly point

Dave Sutton fixing critical infrastructure.



B LO O DY  H E L L !  D U C K … I N C O M I N G ! Slashers cause grass fires

So each day presents challenges, luckily we have a husky to cut the grass, at one 
point my 83 year old father decided to test it out by doing donuts on the 
pampas grass at the side of the house! He was on an unstoppable mission and 
it was like watching a 10 year old at a steer riding competition at the rodeo! I 
shook my head and walked away! We did have an issue though as the main 
power supply for the bore was surrounded by meter high grass, I was able to 
mow around the bore  but it was too big a job for the husky to clear the 
boundaries of the hut and by this time it had suffered a tyer puncture. The Shire 
even after being contacted weeks prior by the Neighbourhood House had not 
cut the grass in town.  Snakes were a big problem at the time and the long grass 
was becoming a real problem.  During the fire event local contractors came in 
but it was too hot and dangerous as a fire had been started by slashing so they 
were stood down. As soon as they got back into it I suggested they slash the 
grass around all the pipes that sent the water over to the base. I notice the 
contractor was about to run over one of the pipes, I ran down towards him with 
my hands waving..he hit a pipe and it got caught under the slasher, instead of 
stopping he lifted the slasher and bits of poly pipe flew through the air like  
sharpened projectile missiles. I was dodging back and forth like I was in some 
war comedy skit until I got clear! Bloody hell, ya bloody idiot I yelled.. anyway I 
could see this bloke was exhausted and had obviously had enough, a lot of 
people were in the same boat. So I got under the slasher with him and helped 
untie the mess. It felt safer for us all once the job got done. 

Contracters stood down. Meter high grass stood around 
the bore supply to bore that fed air base water supply.



N E E D  S O M E  H AY  C O N S I D E R  I T  D O N E !  T H E  G E N E R O U S  N AT U R E  O F  FA R M E R S .

Hilly makes a call!
The local Elders Agent made a 
call and Hay came from 
everywhere. We had several fires 
affect many farmers, pasture 
fences and live stock in our 
region. It was an amazing effort 
to see the logistical effort and 
generosity that farmers showed 
from other areas. One such 
farmer was Bruce Hammit. After 
the rain came we  took a trip to 
fish Creek to give thanks and 
organise to get the Hay to our 
town. Good on you mate and to 
all the others that donated 
thousands of bales of hay and 
organised it to happen. This is 
the true Aussie spirit !

Bruce Hammit, Fish Creek Farmer Donated 40 Bales



Not ready, Not prepared..Why?
H E L P  U S  S O  W E  W I L L  B E  R E A DY  N E X T  T I M E .  S O M E  O F  M Y  T H O U G H T S .

I could write many more stories about events that took place, certainly the community effort afterwards, yet what is important is the 
future. We must have better support in small communities that are prone to fire. For Benambra, simple systems such as a ham 
radio, a designated refuge with a permanent generator to operate the roof sprinkler system. A permanent generator to operate the 
water system to the critical infrastructure at the Air bombing base and an enquiry should be conducted as to why DWELP workers, 
who’s job it is to assist operations at the airbase, on the days when we needed them the most were absent? Not good enough! 
Government needs to understand that Omeo is not a safe location to seek refuge which was the advice given to Benambra 
residents, Omeo is surrounded by forest and in greater danger to wild fire. Geographically we are much better situated and a safer 
area than Omeo. It just shows how out of touch Government is with the realities of our situation.  There is intergeneration 
knowledge in the High Country that should be documented and some of the practices should be looked at. Most certainly cattle 
grazing is one.  Many of our forebears burnt around their properties when they saw a fire moon which always proceeded a fire 
event, to protect themselves, not that I am suggesting that happens now, yet we would like to see support from Government 
agency, we would like to see support for our autonomy so that we are not fined for fuel reduction practices, yet supported in 
getting it done, that when we ask as I have done many times in the past for help we are not ignored. I have the National Park on my 
boundary and have I asked several times to have a fire break put in to protect my property, each time nothing has been done. I 
have also asked the DWELP and the CFA to do fuel reduction burns. I received one phone call from a Canadian who’s said he was 
leaving in a couple of days but “Good Luck” . I request to you that a fire break be made at 107 Lower Table lands rd Benambra. I 
hope to see a collective effort in healthy forestry, fire prevention and community safety in the future. I have attached the report from 
Ian Cane who I greatly support in his efforts to communicate a common sense approach to future forest health management . I ask 
that you visit with him and that his suggestions be taken seriously and implemented into sound practice. I hope you enjoyed my 
little stories and that you can afford me some leave for my grievances. Its been a difficult time and there will be more ahead of that I 
am certain. I will leave you with my favourite picture from this event. Sometimes it is only the laughter that gets us through. 

With  Warm and Kindest Regards Ms Sonia Buckley,  Mountain Cattlewoman 2020 



Australian Humour its why we survive!

Photo compliments of some bloody funny bugger taken from the Internet!




