
Interview with

ANNE-LOUISE: - going now, so yeah. Would you like your submission to be published? 

You don’t have to, it’s up to you.  

Yeah look, that’s fine. Yep.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Do you want to have your name on it, or be anonymous?  

Probably anonymous because I don’t know what I’m going to tell you yet. It 

depends what you ask me.  

ANNE-LOUISE: That’s fine. I know some of these answers, but I’m going to ask you 

anyway. Were you in an area where the fires occurred?  

Yes.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Were you involved in responding to the fires in that area?  

Yes, I was.  

ANNE-LOUISE: And you continue to do so now?  

Yes.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Local government areas, Towong. Postcode – I think I know it now.  

3691.  

ANNE-LOUISE: 3691. Are you Lucyvale or Berringama?  

 

ANNE-LOUISE: You don’t have to answer this question if you don’t want to, age group in 

decades?  

 

ANNE-LOUISE: And would you like to receive updates about the inquiry going forward?  

Absolutely. Yes please. Yep.  

ANNE-LOUISE: So if it’s okay with you, I will send the transcript to you via email.  

Yes.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Will that be all right?  

Yeah, absolutely.  





So we stayed on that truck for a week, had no communication with our kids who’d been 

driven out that night and were living in Wodonga with people we didn’t even know that were 

just good enough to take –

for – I think it nearly ended up being two weeks they lived there.  

ANNE-LOUISE: And you weren’t able to contact them at all during that time?  

No, and we were just on the truck. CFA have amazing plans of how they’ll get 

meals to you and what you can and can’t eat. I don’t think we ate for – I don’t know – it was 

24 hours. We had water on the truck, and we had out-of-date by five year barley sugars and a 

couple of muesli bars, but you didn’t even have time to think about that. All I could 

remember was my brother nailing into me, “You need sugar and fluids, sis. Don’t worry 

about anything else, just get sugar -” So we were eating barley sugar and water and just – it’s 

really a bit of a blur, Anne-Louise, I have to say. We just did what had to be done. Was it all 

by the rulebooks, I can’t even – we just did what had to be done and did an amazing job. We 

saved one house four times in three and a half hours I think, and just four people on a truck.  

ANNE-LOUISE: That’s incredible, yeah.  

It is. So that was our initial bit, and then it was go home. Still no communication 

with anyone to know what was happening on the other side of Wabba Gap. So this whole side 

of town had been obliterated, and

So then it was just around protecting Berringama, but also getting prepared for the unknown 

in our valley, because everyone keeps saying, “Aren’t you lucky, ” and I’m going, “Well, 

yes. ” In one sense we were, we’re not currently having to re fence our whole property, but 

we then spent the next two weeks with no power, a fire on our hill constantly that kept 

spotting with no one to help us. And I think what probably hurt me the most was during that 

time was those couple of code red days where we continually had police from out of our area 

– didn’t even know where they were – and to me were the biggest risk of everyone because 

they’d come straight out of Melbourne or whatever they’d come from, didn’t have a clue 

about rural, remote – how to find a dirt road – that someone actually can live in a house that 

looks inhabitable.  

We were continually having to tell them, “No, you do need to go to that house. The man lives 

in it, ” or, “A couple live in that house, ” and their responses were just horrific. Now I get the 

government has a scare tactic of evacuate, that’s the safest thing, but if I compare our valleys 

to Gippsland and go – well educated in how to prepare, well planned in how to prepare and 

save our properties, had great plans what-have-you, versus some of the hobby farm areas over 

there that house after house was obliterated, one can only assume part of that is choice of 

where you live and not great planning. I still maintain in the Upper Murray when I look 



around and what that fire did, how many more houses– had they had the time to evacuate 

more people – would have been lost because people wouldn’t have got to enact their fire 

plan?  

And to be told by police you will die, and if you leave your children here, they will die and 

that will be your fault, that was the kind of language that they were using. So I’d spent two 

weeks defending other people’s houses and was then told that if try and defend my own and 

die it’s my own fault, and that if I tried to use the CFA truck I would be locked up because 

that would be illegal. And you go, okay, so I’ve just volunteered two weeks of my annual 

leave to save everyone else’s houses, but if I try and save my own that’s illegal, and if my 

kids die on my head it will be. Well, my kids weren’t there, but that was the kind of language 

they were using. And at that level we were so fatigued and so – I was looking at my dad at 

70, whatever he was, and I just looked at and said, “I don’t know what to do, ” and 

he said, “Well mate, would you rather lose your house or your father, because he’s going to 

have a heart attack if we make him stay here and try and defend this place. ” 

So we chose to evacuate, and we had a very clear plan. It was basically an evacuation plan; 

see our kids, hug our kids, get rid of dad, and then come back in with my mum who’s very fit 

and able, and the three of us try and defend two houses. And that’s what we did and that was 

exhausting. The fire was still trying to come. It was still trying to come and so then we were 

trying to get cattle out, because we’d seen our friends shooting their cattle and losing them. 

Well, you don’t want to do that as a farmer. So it was just this constant fatigued, continuous, 

what had to be done, and at the same time trying to support neighbours and come together at 

night with shared meals. We had no power. We’re very lucky, we’ve only built in the last ten 

years and built off-grid. We were the only house in the area that had enough power. I was 

madly going home and getting the bread-maker out and making fresh loaves of bread for the 

elderly people in our valley because they need to eat something. It was just constant. I don’t 

know if I’m telling you the stuff you want to hear or not, I’m just kind of talking. 

ANNE-LOUISE: No, you are. You’re reinforcing a lot of what other community members in 

your area have been telling me, which is really good. I mean that in a positive way in that it’s 

just demonstrating some of those key points, particularly around police. You’ve all 

mentioned that when I’ve been talking to my colleagues about the difference between these 

rural areas where people are extremely well prepared, they live on the land, they’ve been 

there for many years, they’re highly experienced, versus other areas that aren’t so much and it 

is appropriate for evacuation and so forth. But yeah, the fact that all of you have talked about 

the issue with the police is a really strong point for me.  

Yep, and I’m sure  spoke to you about the people that evacuated. We had no 

idea how long it would be until their power came back on. We knew all the houses would be 

unlocked so we went and emptied freezers and fridges to save people’s houses essentially, 

because rotten food running out the door when you come home to an unknown – is my house 

there or not –is just not adequate.

 



It was that metro mentality of don’t trust anyone and I get that, but it was pretty clear what I 

was doing. They could have chosen to stay and actually offer to help, or ask the question –ask 

for a photo of my licence, so that if someone reported something was stolen from that house 

book me later rather than make me feel like a criminal for trying to do the right thing for our 

neighbours. You were constantly having to justify them and they were there in the 

background the whole time. And I know they’ve got a job to do, but it was just – yeah, and 

there wasn’t the local resources. Our poor local cops that tried to deal with that first night, I 

get it, they would have been spent, and I don’t know what the answer to that is but valuing 

your local knowledge.  

Our CFA – I inherited but we have always had a 

phone tree. We have always had a way of communicating, granted the phones were down this 

time and that’s why we’re trying to get UHF and whatever at the moment, but for those 

police to go, “Right, who’s a key member of this community that I can talk to, ” and who am 

I going to scare, who’s got dementia –they went into one house where both the husband and 

wife are quite demented and would have been terrified of the police turning up and probably 

hadn’t even remembered there was a fire, but had told their families before the dementia got 

to that point, “We don’t care if we burn. This is where we want to be if there’s fires, if there’s 

whatever. This is our house. This is where we want to stay, ” and were staying by hook or by 

crook, there’s no respect of that person’s right while they were right of mind to make that 

decision. So you come into a demented couple and say, “You die, it’s your fault, ” and they 

don’t even – anyway. What else can I tell you?  

ANNE-LOUISE: Valuing local knowledge has come up quite a lot.  

Yeah, that’s a really big one. Look, I don’t know, the lack of communication was 

a tricky one, but constantly driving to our CFA shed to try and check – there was water trucks 

there that had been told to meet someone at somewhere and didn’t really know where to go, 

and I don’t know how you’d get that local knowledge to the right central point to say if 

communications go down these are the three points that you can go to and there will be 

someone there that will know how to direct you to somewhere, because the risk for those 

poor people – they were driving out of Shepparton, Melbourne, God knows where with 

supplies on the back of trucks. It was dark and they’d been given the old bush directions of 

go to the red mailbox and 3kms up turn left, and it’s smoked filled and it’s whatever. The last 

thing you need is people that don’t know where they’re going or who they’re meant to be 

meeting driving around aimlessly when there is local knowledge that could help. Yeah.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Because I understood from some of the others about – from a comms 

perspective – obviously, you were finding out daily down at the CFA shed about where 

things were at. That’s how people were communicating, word of mouth, UHF radio, that type 

of thing.  

Yes, and we were trying to – so once we finally got some supplies, and I have no 

idea Anne-Louise what day that was, whether it was three or four days post, we actually 

ended up – because there was no refrigeration or power or anything at our CFA shed so at 



some point a truck turned up with pallets of stuff that needed to be in a fridge –fruit, veggies, 

God knows what – so we made a decision tha up Berringama 

would be the hub, because that was the most fire affected area and where we all needed to be 

keeping an eye on stuff at the time. So all of that produce and stuff went there where mum 

and myself actually bagged it up and took it to at-risk elderly couples and stuff to make sure 

they had stuff, and the rest stayed there and we came together for one main meal most nights, 

and that was a check in. That was a safety check in and an update, and a who’s coming, 

who’s going? What else do we need? How do we get it? Who’s going to get it, so there 

wasn’t five of you going to Corryong to try and get fuel. We could send one person with fifty 

bucks from each family. We just had ways of trying to manage that stuff.  

ANNE-LOUISE: It sounds like you worked really well together, your community.  

Yeah. And we always have I think, thank goodness, and I think this just 

highlighted that some of that original long-term planning has certainly benefited it. Granted 

our experience was a little bit different, because we weren’t obliterated in one night and then 

it was patch-up and try and – but as I say there’s some pros and cons with that, and the cons 

were absolutely that sustained stress. So yes, they were grieving – so they’d been burnt out 

and it was sudden shock and grief, whereas we were just at the heightened stress level for two 

weeks or more, with those flames just licking at the top of the hill, wanting to come over, and 

we’re in the luck of the wind gods essentially.  

I remember when we did come back in after we’d evacuated we did finally have some mobile 

contact then, and dad rang and said, “I’ve got trucks coming, you’ve got to get in all the 

wieners and get them out. ” 

and the police and whoever had been contracting us,  

 

. So it was just mum and I at home, and we madly mustered and got all the 

wieners in and stuff, and then I looked up at the hill and I just said to mum, “Holy shit, ” 

excuse my language, “That’s coming over. The fires on its way. ”And the whole hill which is 

not even a kilometre from my house was suddenly this ball of black smoke and coming over 

the hill, and I said to mum, “Wieners or my house? ” I was torn.  

We had yards full of wieners and I’m thinking what do I do? Anyway, what do you do? You 

ring your husband. I said, for God’s sake, can you ring a contact at DELWP, ” who 

I won’t name, “Can you ring them and just see if they’ve got something going on? ” And so 

he rang that person and then he rang me back and said, “Don’t panic, they’ve just had a 

chopper over there lighting up the back of the hill to back burn to save it. ” And I thought, 

wow, where’s the drive-around? We’ve had those police harassing us for days, could they not 

have been given that bit of information or someone to say don’t panic, we’re about to light up 

your back hill? I thought we were a goner.  

And then that takes 24 hours to come back down from that. I can’t imagine what all that 

adrenaline long-term – but that long sustained dose 

of adrenaline. And now we’ve got COVID on top of that, I 

still think I haven’t had an adrenaline-free day since that fire, because it’s just been constant, 



and I dread the day because it will be the worst comedown headache ever, and how do you 

cope with that? But yeah, it’s certainly been an experience.  

ANNE-LOUISE: And do you think that that sustained stress – what type of impact that’s 

had on people’s recovery?  

Look, I don’t think people got to truly recover before COVID. This has been an 

ugly overlay up here. And I think for some people the reaction is anger when they’re 

watching the news and they’re going, these poor people after COVID, we’ve got to put in all 

these mental health services, and I think there’s this fear that the fire is forgotten almost. 

There’s been some amazing resources embedded into the community, but it hasn’t been well 

coordinated and some of them have had to change the way they do their business. Like you 

consulting here via the Zoom versus in person, which doesn’t undersell what people have 

experienced, but I think it gets lost. Because what’s going to happen this summer? There’ll be 

the next bushfire or the next what, and then what?  

And I know I’ve had numerous conversations with Kinglake people and victims of their fires, 

and they said, it is amazing – and I was using the other day the – when what’s his name, 

Stuart Diver, got buried up at Thredbo, and everyone was glued to the telly, and glued and 

glued and glued, and is this man going to survive, and then all of a sudden Princess Diana 

died in a car crash and he was the forgotten man. And COVID’s almost done that to some 

people because they haven’t had the ability to turn up to some social functions and be 

supported, and where a community would normally –we normally have happy hour once a 

month and you can keep an eye on down the road and go, hang on, he’s not shaving. 

That’s not like him. I wonder if he’s okay, or you’re not checking in and seeing people 

regularly enough to know are they okay. An eyeball is a valuable thing.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Have people been accessing the services in these other formats or not?  

Look, I haven’t probably had enough conversations with enough people to know. 

Certainly in my CFA role – and we’ve already talked it – there’s been some people I’ve 

pinpointed and said, “Look, are you travelling okay? I think you need to think about this. I 

can see every time you talk about it that you’re getting upset. It’s perfectly normal to get 

upset, I do it every time. I get a bit tight throat and whatever, but is it affecting the way you 

sleep? Are you eating okay? It’s a normal response, as long as all those other life skills are 

still happening. ” It’s when they start to drop off or it’s an extra beer each night so you know 

you can sleep, or are you okay, and I’m not seeing people enough to check in and have those 

conversations. Yeah, so I don’t know whole of community wise, I only know the couple of 

CFA ones that I went, “Right, I’m going to keep an eye on you because I’m a bit worried. ” 

ANNE-LOUISE: Any other things about relief or recovery, anything that strikes you, things 

that have gone well? Obviously, I’ve been really impressed by your little

together and the work you’re doing in that phase of preparing for the next time around, from 

what you guys told me, UHF radios, getting the slip-ons, generators, that kind of thing.  

Yep, and that would have happened whether BRV became a thing and these 

committees had to be formed or not. I think we’ve been proactive in seeking funding, and that 

was the beauty of – we did have those early happy hours before COVID got in the way where 



we had debriefs and we actually listed things people wanted, so we were doing that well 

before any of the bushfire recovery stuff came about.  This is just the way we operate as a 

community. We go, right, that was a bit crap, and this is why we couldn’t talk. Right, what do 

we need to talk? We need UHF. Right, how are we going to get them? Let’s look for a grant. 

But now we’ve had this nice layer of support come over the top –but we’d done our 

community consultations – so I feel like in some respects we were a little bit in front.  

But in saying that, that actually created some suspicion from BRV because we were then 

being questioned by – who’s since left – going, “You haven’t done 

any community consultation, how can you just form a committee and make decisions? ” And 

I had to have a toe-to-toe stand with her and go, “Actually we have, this is what we’ve done, 

and we’ve since mailed it out,” “Oh. ” And I said, “Yeah look, the way we do business in our 

community is you actually come and have a conversation and go, can I just better understand 

how you’ve gone about this, rather than accusing up front, because I can tell you you’ll get 

our backs up and we won’t want to know you. This is not how a stressed community that’s 

just been through what we’ve been through should be treated. Not with suspicion straight up. 

Do a bit of homework first, ask a couple of questions, and then nail us if you need to, but 

don’t go straight to the assumption that everyone’s bad. ” 

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, and I suspect that your community, based on its history, you already 

were very well connected so you were actually able to mobilise quite quickly. I think that’s 

the difference between some of the other areas that I’ve been speaking to. Those communities 

that are well connected already, had these relationships established prior to the emergencies, 

generally do recover more quickly and get going more quickly than others, so it’s very clear 

to me listening to all of you from  that that’s what’s happened in your community.  

Yep. And in saying that though there are a couple of disconnected families, and 

they are the new families, but it’s not from lack of trying. I think it’s from lack of never been 

part of that culture and so there is a lack of trust. And whether they’ve deliberately chosen a 

tree change to be hidden – one of these families had padlocks on every gate of their farm, and 

the poor old CFA crews from Shep and whatever said, “What do we do? ” And I said, “Well, 

you’re within your right to cut every lock. You won’t get in trouble. You’re here to defend 

properties, ” because they obviously weren’t around. None of us have their contact phone 

details. They won’t give us that. They don’t want to engage.  

So I can see in some of those communities, and I can see even in our community, as one 

household empties through either leaving or a deceased elderly member of our community, 

and its bought out by someone from out of the community, that that’s going to happen. And 

we need to work hard at trying to demonstrate no, this is not about knowing all your 

intricacies, this is actually about safety and we just want a basic list of phone numbers so that 

if something goes wrong we can contact you. And it works, we know it works, and as you say 

it’s demonstrated here. But those two houses – and I had no idea whether they were at home 

or not, and I thought wow, if the fire comes through, what’s my decision? And my decision 

was I’m going to stay at my place and defend that, because I’m not engaged with them and I 

don’t know whether they’re there or not, and if they’ve chosen to leave – as awful as it was at 

the time – that’s not my problem. I need to save my house, not theirs, so I’m staying put.  





Yeah, okay.  

ANNE-LOUISE: If you're speaking with people through your work in Corryong, or I was 

going to contact – 

Yes. Yeah, that’s right, yep.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Just to let her know that these have been a very effective and quite 

efficient way of getting people’s experiences and feedback for the inquiry, so whilst -  

I was going to say the selling point there, Anne-Louise, is that the majority of 

your interviews have been in Gippsland. I think if she understood that this is about both sides 

and you need to hear stories from both sides, that might make her find some mental time to 

actually share it around and get some people to speak to you.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, okay. That would be – 

I don’t think they understand the value of how your report’s recommendations 

could be swayed by one pocket’s experience versus another’s if they don’t have a say.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, that’s right.  

Well, that’s the feeling I get, yeah. And that was the – yeah.  

ANNE-LOUISE: We were really conscious about – I’m really conscious about trying to get 

to people within the Alpine shire as well, certainly had great contact with you guys, but 

there’s other parts of Towong and I’d like to talk to those people as well, other parts of East 

Gippsland, just so that we’re not biased in just having one area. And all the communities are 

different, and I understand that, but if this is an effective way for people to get their 

information out then I’m really happy to do as many interviews as it takes.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Very good. Well, enjoy the rest of the day and the weekend, and I’ll look 

forward to speaking with you again.  

Good on you, Anne-Louise. Thank you.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Thanks, See you then. Bye, bye.  

Bye.  

 

 

 

 



Details are:  

Submission to be published - yes 

Submission to be named - no, anonymous 

Were you in an area where the fires occurred - yes 

Were you involved in responding to the fires - yes 

Do you continue to be involved in supporting individuals or community members - 

yes 

LGA - Towong 

Keep up to date - yes - email 

 




