
Interview Darryl and Zhen Schofield – 29 October 

ANNE-LOUISE: There we go. And just to start off with, I’ve just got a few kind of 

demographic questions to cover of at the beginning for the submission, if that’s all right.  

DARRYL: Yep fine. 

ANNE-LOUISE: Okay, so firstly would you like your submission to be published? It 

doesn’t have to be.  

DARRYL: Yeah, I don’t mind. Yeah, that’s fine.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Okay. Would you like your name to be on the submission or do you wish 

to be anonymous?  

DARRYL: No, it can be on there.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah. Would you like Daryl and Zhen or just Daryl?  

DARRYL: No, put both of us on, please.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah. Daryl and Zhen. 

DARRYL: Zhen’s actually spent Z-H-E-N.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Z-H-E-N. I’ve got Schofield. Were you in an area where the fires 

occurred?  

DARRYL: Yes.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Were you involved in responding to the fires in any sort of form of 

emergency service?  

DARRYL: Yes, absolutely.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah. Do you continue still to be involved in supporting communities or 

individuals after the fires?  

DARRYL: Not really. I think we’re sort of pretty isolated here. We just sort of look after 

ourselves I guess.  

ANNE-LOUISE: That’s right. Local government area is East Gippsland. Your postcode?  

DARRYL: 3890.  

ANNE-LOUISE: 3890. And the township?  

DARRYL: We live at Buldah. 

ANNE-LOUISE: Buldah, yep.  



DARRYL: The closest – our postcode’s actually Cann River, but that’s 45 minutes away.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, okay. Thank you. You don’t have to answer this question if you 

don’t want to. Age group in decades?  

DARRYL: Age group in decades. I’ll go five on that. Just. Just. We’ll go 4.9.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Would you like to receive updates about the inquiry going forward? So 

we’ve got a regular community update we’ve been sending out just growing our database. It 

comes out via email.  

DARRYL: Yes, please.  

ANNE-LOUISE: And I’ve got your email address. Terrific. And the last thing just to say is 

that obviously sharing your story and your experiences can bring up a range of emotions for 

you both, and if at any point today you want to stop, just call out, “I’ll just have a break.” I’ll 

stop the recording. And if you need me to provide you any information about support services 

I can do that as well. But just yeah, being mindful that it has been for some people quite 

emotional retelling their stories which I really appreciate, but just want to put it out there that 

if you need to stop at any point, let me know. Okay, so that’s basically it. So from my 

perspective I’m really interested in hearing about your experiences of the fires at the time 

afterwards, so any of the relief and recovery, if you want to talk about the response, that’s 

fine as well. Where possible if you give examples, that’s the best information for us. And I’ll 

just let you speak and I will probably just ask some more clarifying questions to get a little bit 

more detail out if I need to.  

DARRYL: All right. 

ANNE-LOUISE: So yeah, away you go.  

DARRYL: Okay. We bought this place only in May of 2018, and as soon as I moved here I 

straight away we had too many gum trees close to the house and so forth, so I started 

preparing for a fire. I grew up in the bush so I understand bushfires quite well. And in doing 

that, I went further and put a sprinkler system on the roof, cleaned out the dam that we’ve got 

here so old bore water, and basically I was always aware of bushfires and always trying to 

prepare for that. I knew it was going to happen eventually. And being new to the area I 

wanted to explore the area, so I started walking around the bush, going up the river, up the 

mountains here, and it occurred to me that there was way too much material here in the bush. 

So it hadn’t been burnt out for many years, or back burned. So I contacted DEWLP, and 

spoke to the head bloke down there and he said, “Oh yeah, we’re burning this. We’re burning 

that and we’re doing this and that.” And he said, “I’ll make a meeting with you. I’ll come up 

and see you in a couple of weeks and I’ll bring the maps up and I’ll show you what we’re 

doing.” He never showed, which at that point I knew it was too much red tape involved to 

have anything done and we were going to be on our own. I knew that way before these fires 

happened.  

ANNE-LOUISE: And Daryl, was that still in 2018 or was that last year when you were 

having that conversation with them? You said you came in May 2018.  



DARRYL: Yeah, it would have been during 19.  

ANNE-LOUISE: In 2019.  

DARRYL: The winter of 19.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, okay.  

DARRYL: Yeah. And yeah, he just didn’t show. Never saw him. And I spoke to other 

neighbours here and they said, “We’ve tried to have stuff back burnt before and there’s just 

too much red tape, and you get passed from department to department and nothing happens.” 

And that was the impression that I got, particularly when they didn’t show up, and I just 

knew that we just have to look after ourselves, not depend on anybody else.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yep.  

DARRYL: Now getting to the actual fires, obviously the whole state was on fire. Now the 

few days just before the fire hit here, it was quite cool weather, and the fire was creeping 

through the bush at about six or seven kms south of us here, and I was really hoping that the 

fire would get here during those few cold days. Because what was forecast after that was 43 

degrees and 80 km per hour winds. We were choked here with smoke, couldn’t see anything, 

had no idea where the actual fire was, and I was here in the valley with one other neighbour 

called  and he’s an older bloke. He’s  And it was just the two of us here. We had 

fire pumps going on the sprinklers on the house here. Another neighbours place I was running 

their sprinkler system as well. so our houses were saturated. place we had fire 

pumps going watering the grass all around his house, keeping that all wet. And the smoke 

came in waves, got thicker and thicker to the point where we couldn’t see anything. Now the 

day before the fire, it was the last cool day and it was forecast tomorrow was going to be 43 

with these 80 km/h winds, and I said to “This is just too dangerous for two of us. 

We’ve got no real equipment.” We didn’t have a fire truck or anything. No real equipment 

and yeah, I think it’s suicide. So we drove up to Bombala - I’ve got friends up there – and we 

stayed there the night. The next morning, early morning, like the sun wasn’t even up,

was, “We’ve got to get back. We’ve got to get back,” And he’s real – he’s 

“I must go. I’ve got to go.” So I couldn’t let him 

go by himself, so we drove down -  

ANNE-LOUISE: Are you all right? Take your time. You’re all good. I’ll just stop this for a 

sec. Yeah, we’re right.  

DARRYL: Yeah. We drove down and we met the fire front at Rockton, which is about 30 

kms north of us here. So over that afternoon prior and that night, the fire had moved probably 

30 kms or more. And after going to Rockton, you go through a fair bit of pine forests. It’s just 

total – it’s just gone. The highway was a few trees down, not many. Just they cut just enough 

off them to get fire trucks through. I was surprised that nobody stopped us driving down. I 

didn’t expect to get back. I expected the road to be blocked and police and stuff. There was 

just nobody, absolutely nobody. And the sun was just coming up.  



ANNE-LOUISE: Daryl, was this – do you mind – was this right at the end of December? Do 

you remember the date? As in around the new year? 

DARRYL: 5th of Jan -  

ANNE-LOUISE: 5th of January.  

DARRYL: 5th of January.  

ANNE-LOUISE: 5th of January. Okay, after the initial – the big events of the New Year’s 

Eve and that sort of stuff, just after that, 5th of January. Okay. Thank you. 

DARRYL: And there was several – quite a lot of dead wallabies on the road which had all 

been burnt and stuff. Not nice. And we got to Buldah Road where we turn off the highway to 

come into here, and it’s 12 Ks from highway into our valley. Now it normally takes about 15 

to 20 minutes to drive that 12 Ks. There were so many trees across the road – we had 

chainsaws with us – we had to cut our way through, and it took four and a half hours.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Goodness. I can – yeah. 

DARRYL: It’s still burnt – there were a lot of trees still on fire and burning and falling down 

and everything else. Now we’re not suicidal but you’re cutting trees down; you’re keeping a 

very close eye on all the other trees around in case something falls on you. We did it as safely 

as you could possibly do it, but – I admit it was a dangerous thing to do but you have to do it. 

You have to get back in here. Now I’ve only got 20 acres in here in the valley, but I run – I 

look after all the cattle that’s here. At the time, we had 300 head of cattle in here. Now when 

I came the way through the road, everything was burnt. It was just so – it was a really hot fire 

that went through, and I’m thinking, “Is there 300 dead cattle in the valley, or 300 – is there 

300 half-burnt cattle in the valley? Do I have enough bullets? If my house is burnt, do I even 

have a gun? If I don’t, how would I put a suffering animal down?” Now I was even thinking, 

“Okay, worst comes to worst, hit a cow on the head with a block blaster, put it out of its 

misery.” I’m thinking, “Does my block blaster have a handle?” 

ANNE-LOUISE: It’s that real unknown of what you were going to face.  

DARRYL: Mm. And then we were three quarters of the way in here and a vehicle came up 

behind us and it was he bloke who owns the cattle. Now he got through all the road 

blocks all the way from Sale. He came up from Sale to make sure his cattle were all right and 

give me a hand up here. But luckily when we got to – just as you enter the valley, right at the 

first – what we call the first bridge where the valley starts, that’s where the fire that stopped 

on that side, just the way the wind was blowing. So the main fire, that first big fire, actually 

missed the valley. It just caught the bottom end of the valley and that’s it. It just sort of went 

past us. Which was good, because that was the worst of the fires for us here. Now when we 

came in there was still fire burning around house, so we went and put that out. A 

lot of trees, big logs and stuff burning not far from his house, so we put all that out. Now 

once we were in the – once we were here in the valley, luckily there was no – the cows were 

all right. Everything was – it was nothing burnt at that stage in the valley itself.  



ANNE-LOUISE: What was your reaction when you got there?  

DARRYL: We were pretty relieved to see – the first house you see is place. You 

look straight at it as you come into the valley.  

ANNE-LOUISE: And he was still with you?  

DARRYL: Yeah, I was with him, because we came back in together. And he was – we were 

both pretty happy to see it.  

ANNE-LOUISE: I reckon. Goodness. Feel free to have a break if you need to.  

DARRYL: I’m good.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Good.  

DARRYL: And then so all we could do is – I mean the bush on the road on the way in is still 

a lot of logs burning and bits and pieces, and all we could do is put out spot fires around 

 place. And then over the next three weeks, four weeks, the valley got attacked by 

fire from every side. Like we had one go up the west side and then by this stage another 

couple of neighbours had made their way down from Canberra. Another one from Sydney 

came down for a couple of days. And then on different days the wind would do different 

things, so you’d have another spot fire turn up here and we’d race over there and put that out. 

So it was a – most other people I speak to just had one fire go through, and they dealt with it 

once and that’s it. We dealt with it night and day for about four weeks. It was just popping up 

everywhere, different fire fronts – it would go through – it took out all the hills on the west 

side and then a day later it was down at the other end blowing in from that side. I don’t know 

who makes the decision, but it’s not made by a local person to – our road was deemed to be a 

code red road. It’s closed, meaning that no one’s allowed in; no one’s allowed out. So the 

CFA couldn’t even turn up at all. They turned up exactly one month after the first fire.  

ANNE-LOUISE: So no emergency services were travelling through, like coming to help or 

anything?  

DARRYL: No. We had a – now in between we already had a couple of fires down here, but 

I’m not sure which day it was. I heard a machine coming down the road, so I went and met 

them. I rode the motorbike down there to meet the machine that was a log skidder. And 

they’d been through cleared the logs off the road and the trees off the road. Now the log 

skidder was followed by a ute, just had fuel and stuff on it for the skidder. And it was 

followed by two great big bush master army trucks. And I went down and spoke to the log 

skidder driver and he asked how much further does the road go. I said you’re more or less at 

the end of it now, except there’s a neighbour who’s got a place right up in the bush there. 

And this neighbour, he’d left basically thinking that his place was a right off, because 

it’s right in the bush. It’s totally surrounded by bush. So I said to the guy driving the skidder I 

said, “Look, can you do me a favour? Push a fire break in for old mate up the road here.” And 

so yep, without batting an eyelid, he did that for me. And straight away, as soon as we get up 

there to his house I pointed out where a pipeline was and a few other bits and pieces, and he’s 

off doing it and these two big army trucks roll up and all these – what I’d call young kids 



jump out, you know, 21-year-olds. And I asked the guy who was driving the ute, I said, 

“What’s the army doing here?” And he goes, “I don’t know. They’ve been following us all 

day.” And I thought, “well I’ve got to ask”. I just expected when they pulled up, I just 

expected them all to jump out and grab a hose and shovels or whatever and start putting a 

firebreak around the house, start doing something. And they all jumped out and they just 

stood there doing nothing. Except for one of them who was squatting on the ground with a 

stick, poking a bull ants’ nest, seriously. And so being the inquisitive type, I said to the – I 

looked around and thought that guy seems to be more stripes on his shirt, so he must be the 

captain or whatever. And I spoke to him and I said, “What are you doing here?” He goes – he 

ummed and ahhed a bit, like as if he didn’t know the answer. And then he says, “Gathering 

intel.” So I asked him, “How’s the intel on that bull ants’ nest going mate?” He walked away. 

But they didn’t do anything. Nothing. They were absolutely a waste of time being there, 

which – you know you see on the news, “you’ve got to call the army in”.  I just expected the 

army to turn up with bulldozers and put fire breaks in and – I just expected something, but 

absolutely nothing. It was just a waste of resources in my view. So anyway.  

ANNE-LOUISE: How long was your road closed for, Daryl? So all that time, those three to 

four weeks that you said you kept having the fires back and forth?  

DARRYL: Yeah. Oh yeah totally, the whole time there. Now so much further than that, it 

was weeks after the fire, we’re talking six maybe even eight weeks after the fire, the road is 

still classified as code red. Now the guy who owns the cattle here – this is after the 

fires – he falls off his motorbike and there’s only and me in the valley; there’s no one 

else here – he falls off the motorbike and lands on a little stump on his back and busted a 

couple of ribs. Now he staggers into my place here and so the landline went down months 

ago, so there’s no – I can’t ring 000. So via the computer it won’t let you ring 000, so I rang 

the bush nurse by the computer. She rang 000 for me. Now because the road was still code 

red, the bush nurse before she was allowed in here had to have an SES escort in case there’s a 

tree on the road, that they can remove the tree so they can get through with the ambulance. So 

instead of being a 45-minute trip in here for the ambulance, it took nearly two hours. And this 

poor bloke’s lying on my living room floor here screaming in agony and no one’s showing 

up. The road was closed way too long. Way too long.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah. And how were you able to – like what did you do for supplies and 

things? Was anything getting in to you or if you were going out to get it?  

DARRYL: No, no. the road was open because – well initially I cut it open, but the log 

skidder had been through and a couple of other crews had been in removing the odd tree 

where it was fallen down as well. But we had the helicopters come in and drop food and so 

forth off.  

ANNE-LOUISE: And how appropriate and everything was that? Because that’s kind of one 

of the aspects of this relief part we’re interested in understanding how it worked with these 

isolated communities.  

DARRYL: Yep. The fact that they turned up was absolutely fantastic. They dropped off 

water and food the first trip. They were really good asking with medications and so forth. I 

thought that was really good, if anyone needed any particular medications or whatever. Now 



as far as the food goes, I understand it’s all donated and so forth and I am very appreciative of 

that, however, when they donate 47 tonnes of pasta and pasta sauce, gee it would be nice to 

have some mincemeat to put in it. Like there was – look, for logistics and stuff I really 

understand the dry foods and canned things are much easier than perishable items, but I tell 

you what, just a foam box full of meat, like just a barbeque pack or something would 

probably would go down better than 400 cans of baked beans.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, we’ve heard a few kind of funny stories – when I say funny, huge 

about sort of chocolate bullets was one thing. Something another one about a big amount of 

pate. So just like that appropriateness of the donations.  

DARRYL: Sweet – yeah, like I don’t eat biscuits and sweet things, and we had - it’s just 

junk food.  

ZHEN: Too much unhealthy and junk food which does not give much energy to fight fire.  

DARRYL: Nothing sustainable.  

ANNE-LOUISE: We heard a bit about that, yeah.  

DARRYL: And I think what people would really appreciate more would be like a barbeque 

pack of meat so to speak and a six pack. That would have gone down 100% better than what 

actually – very appreciative of what turned up, yes. Don’t get me wrong on that. But we still 

got stuff in the cupboard here which is just junk.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, right. Did you have power?  

DARRYL: Power? We’ve got our own – we’re totally off grid here anyway. Yeah, we’re 30 

kms away from the nearest grid. And yeah, we still had power and stuff, with our own 

system.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah. Just out of interest for me, like the helicopter drop, was that quite 

quick after people knew that you were there? do you have any recollection of that?  

DARRYL: It all came about more so from one of my neighbours, which

they come down from Canberra and they’ve got a property next door here. They – I guess it 

was about a week after the first fire roughly, or a few days anyway, they made their way 

through the road blocks and stuff as well, and came in. And is one of those ladies 

who just gets on the phone and just very politely hassles people until something shows up. 

Without her doing what she did, I don’t know if they would have turned up. I really don’t 

know. One of the biggest lessons I learnt was I’m in the middle of a bushfire and I’m looking 

for petrol. We ran out of petrol for the fire pumps. And with my neighbours’ permission I 

broke into three different neighbours’ sheds to get fuel out. And when the helicopters turned 

up they said, “What do you need?” And I said, “We need petrol and we need diesel.” Two 

hours later a black hawk chopper turns up with four drums of petrol, which was just fantastic. 

The turnaround time in that was only two hours we had petrol. Now diesel, we never got it. 

We never, ever got it. And the reasoning for that I was told was that the diesel is in big 

bladder bags which are five tonne or something, and you need special fittings to get it out. 



Why they can’t put diesel in 44 gallon drums like they did the petrol, that just mystifies me. 

So for the heavy machinery here, the big tractors and so forth which we were using to plough 

paddocks to stop fires and things like that, yeah, we were stuck for diesel. We just couldn’t 

get diesel. That was our – couldn’t get it. And we couldn’t – we were told if we drive out to 

Cann River they wouldn’t let us back in, so we didn’t go out. So we were sort of stuck. You 

couldn’t go and get diesel.  

ANNE-LOUISE: And that was for a number of weeks, same thing, number of weeks? 

DARRYL: Yeah, yeah. For weeks. For weeks, yeah. Because our road was closed, they were 

not going to let us come back in if we’d been out.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yes, we’ve heard that in quite a few places. Yeah.  

DARRYL:  Yeah, which at one stage very, very early in the piece was making his 

way up from Sale and he talked his way through some roadblocks and he actually mentioned 

my name that I was in here and he had to get fuel to me to fight fires and stuff. Now due to 

mismanagement of information, I was listed as missing. And the Orbost police rang my wife 

who was not here at the time – rang Zhen – and said, “Your husband is listed as missing.” So 

she was a distraught mess, when I wasn’t missing at all. I was here in Buldah. Yeah. Do you 

want to say something about that?  

ANNE-LOUISE: That would have been very stressful, hey Zhen?  

ZHEN: Yeah. For that first fire coming through, because we have kids here so I was 

evacuated with which is Darryl’s daughter. And we stay at Beeben which is a friend’s 

place, which is just north of Bombala. And because the landlines all down and the mobile 

phone doesn’t really work well where we stayed, so we offer everyone the landline at a 

friend’s place. And we have set line internet here so I’m able to contact with Darryl now 

when he comes in. And I talked to Daryl on that morning, but in the afternoon Orbost police 

rang me and asking who I am and he needs information, like the identification of Darryl, like 

date of birth, information like that. Then he say someone rang up that someone missing in 

Buldah. So I said to her, “It can’t be. I was talking to him this morning.” And but the girl on 

the other end she tries to argue with me, “Just give me the information” and stuff. So I give 

her the information and I try to get on to everyone that I can, because I couldn’t get on to 

Darryl who obviously fighting fire out there somewhere. And I have with me and I tried 

to stay calm, but I was so nervous. I was shaking. And yeah, I’m not local here. I don’t speak 

that good, and I rang 000 and they said, “No, no, no. You need to ring the police.” And I get 

the friend there to help me to ring Orbost police station and also Bairnsdale police station, 

and also see if we can get someone like can try and helicopter in and have a look. But after 

maybe about ten phone calls I have got nowhere, and I was trying to ring – I ring back Orbost 

police station and say, “Who reported that?” And they say, ” So I try to get on to 

but he obviously is somewhere running around. It took me ages and by the night I 

finally get on to And I say, “Orbost police station say you report Daryl missing.” And 

he said, “No, no. I was trying to go through and tell them that someone is in there who needs 

help and fuel, but not missing.” I said, “Thank god for that.” 

ANNE-LOUISE: It must have just been the most terrible situation to find yourself in. 



ZHEN: Yeah, it was really hard. And because I have already handed out the information to 

them, so – and it was all the names going on and I was just worrying about Daryl’s parents 

and his family after they see that information they will just be in a mess. So yeah, I make 

phone call to everyone, if they see that information that is false information. So yeah.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Goodness. Have you guys been able to access support to help you deal 

with these things that you had to deal with?  

DARRYL: No, we haven’t really spoke to anyone, no. We got told to evacuate. Now I have 

another place up in Bundanoon, which is New South Wales. My other house got evacuated 

on the same day. They had fires up there as well. So if I left this place, my other place I 

wouldn’t go to that either, because that’s evacuated as well. So it’s like potentially we could 

have lost both places on the same day.  

ANNE-LOUISE: You guys want to have a little break, or are you okay?  

DARRYL: We’re good.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, okay.  

ZHEN: Yeah, and up to that when – when there’s misleading information, that was before 

the first big fire. And after that when Darryl comes in after drop the kid off, and yeah, I came 

in with again because the guys fighting fire here they need someone to get food ready 

so they’re not left – so they will have energy. And because it’s so limited people in the valley 

to fight fire and I can’t remember which day it is, but there’s another big fire here which has 

come up on the south of the valley, and I was at home by myself, walking around and around 

trying to watch the forest for fire. And I filled up the fire pump and we start knowing that I 

don’t know where the fire is. And Daryl said, “Make sure there is no flame where you are 

refilling.” I was so nervous but I still had to go down and do it. I was – big flame, we still 

have a few pine trees around our place. Yeah, and the fire came right across from the 

neighbours’ place, which is about...  

DARRYL: 200 metres -  

ZHEN: 200 metres far. And it was the wind behind it, and it swept up to the neighbour’s 

place, neighbour’s shed. If it goes around the shed, it goes to a kilometre. Well it’s about 100 

metre away from me I guess as, “No, Zhen, it’s time to go.” Literally I jump in the car. Darryl 

told me, “If anything happens, jump in the car and get to the burnt area.” So I jumped in the 

car. I drive down just [inaudible] we call the [inaudible] bridge. I come across Darryl with 

another neighbour coming back with the tractor with the firefighting unit and go behind the 

fire, fight the fire, save the neighbour’s place. Fighting fire [inaudible] And yeah, we don’t 

have anything ready decent to eat. And yeah. Yeah, we made it through, which is all good, 

and in the valley here, our land, a couple of sheds we can take all our assets and our animals.   

ANNE-LOUISE: You guys sound like you did an incredible job.  

DARRYL: Yeah, without – so the big thing was evacuate, evacuate, evacuate. That’s all 

everyone ever heard and they just wanted people out to keep the death toll down. Now I 



understand that, but I really do – the fact that we didn’t evacuate – now banging my own 

drum here – I saved every house in this valley.  

ANNE-LOUISE: I heard of a similar story speaking with a group of people up in Lucyvale 

up in the northeast, that they didn’t evacuate either and they protected a number of the 

properties and saved the homes. And they also had concerns of being – they understood the 

same as you, the importance of evacuation, but they also felt like they were being pressured 

into evacuate. I don’t know if that was the same in your area as well?  

DARRYL: Absolutely. I feel that it was – they say it was all – there’s 3,000 homes lost and 

all this sort of caper. I really do wonder how many houses actually could have been saved if 

people didn’t evacuate. There is a human life thing there that you’ve got to draw a line 

somewhere, but a lot of those houses end up burning down just because the fire’s creeping 

along the ground quite slow but you can put out with a garden hose, but there was just simply 

nobody there to stop it. So I think there could have been a lot less infrastructure damage if a 

lot of people weren’t evacuated, but I do understand too that, like some of my neighbours 

here, they’re city people and they shouldn’t be here in a fire. I grew up with it. I grew up in 

the bush. A fire is just a fire. It’s happened before. It will happen again. You need to be 

prepared for it and you need to know what you’re doing. So I understand the evacuation 

thing, but I do feel like they put too much pressure on you to do it as well. They didn’t really 

give you a choice. But in saying that, prior to the fires, I didn’t – and you know the whole 

area further south from here was all on fire and we didn’t see any emergency people, no SES, 

no CFA, no police, no anybody to turn up and tell us what was going on. No one. 

ANNE-LOUISE: How were you getting your information?  

DARRYL: Via the internet because the phone went down. The first day the phone line was 

gone. Just watching the news on the internet. Now Victorian emergency website which shows 

you the fires, that website needs a big shakeup. Their information is quite often up to four 

days behind for where the fire front is. And in today’s world, why they can’t have a 

geostationary satellite which only costs a couple of million dollars – in the scale of what the 

fire costs, it’s nothing – which works on infrared so it can pick up the actual directly on the 

fire line in real time. Why don’t we have that? That’s what we need. It’s not a huge expense 

compared to what the – if we had that, when and I where here, we were like expectant 

fathers walking up and down the hallway of a hospital waiting for the unknown. You don’t 

know when it’s going to happen. And it was – you can’t sleep because you don’t know if the 

fire is going to come up in the middle of the night. You have no idea. And there’s no – the 

website there was no information if they can’t – that those lines are drawn, my understanding 

is literally by hand so to speak, entered into the computer via sightings from a helicopter. 

Now if there’s so much smoke there, they can’t update where the actual fire front is because 

they can’t see the fire front because there’s too much smoke and they won’t fly the chopper 

in there. If they want to seriously help people with this Inquiry, one thing we should be doing 

is seriously looking at a satellite which is capable of doing it.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah. We did hear quite a bit about that in phase I from people suggesting 

a range of different ideas and solutions for getting more up-to-date information.  



DARRYL: I think the media’s got a bit to answer for, dramatizing it a bit. The word 

“unprecedented”, if I ever hear that again – it’s not unprecedented at all, none of it. Sorry, 

you go.  

ANNE-LOUISE: No, there’s one of the fellows working on the inquiry who’s been in 

emergency management for a very long time, and actually originally was a journalist, he 

wrote a lot of the report, particularly the front section and it’s like, “It was not 

unprecedented” and he’s been definitely on – there’s other history shows there’s been things 

like this before and yeah, he was not happy with the media continually using that term and 

others using that term. So I’ll tell him I heard a community member say it wasn’t 

unprecedented.  

DARRYL: It’s not. I’m a horticulturist by trade along with other things, but the Australian 

bush, certain plants don’t even germinate their seeds or release their seeds with bushfire. That 

takes millions of years. This process has been going on for millions and millions and millions 

of years in the Australian bush. Now eventually somewhere in history you’ll have several 

good years of rain and so forth, you’ll get lots of growth in the bush, you’ll get lightning 

strike. Now even before the aboriginals came and their methods of controlling fire, which 

seems to be the new media bandwagon that’s going to fix our problems - which I don’t think 

it will but that’s a different story – there would have been fires which – I mean nothing was 

there to put them out. Nobody. Fires would have taken out this entire eastern seaboard quite 

often through our history. When I say quite often there might be 300 years apart, but over the 

millennia it’s very often very regular events. And none of it’s unprecedented. It’s just that we 

haven’t seen it. Our bush has evolved from it. It’s designed for it.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Have you got any other thoughts on any of the recovery? Have you guys 

been accessing any of the services available, that type of thing, grants or yeah, financial 

assistance, community support, any comments about that area?   

DARRYL: No, we haven’t really had anything to do with it much. I do have a thought here 

of what is needed here in the valley - 

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, go for it.  

DARRYL: - which is – the very last fire that we had here was the only fire that we actually 

had any assistance with, and we ended up with two helicopters and a big fire bomber 

dropping a pink -  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, retardant or whatever it is, yep.  

DARRYL: The helicopters were – because it was a drought, most of the dams were 

bordering on empty if not empty. Here on my place, there’s a perfect location to put in a very 

large, very deep dam. Now it would cost a minimal amount of money in reality. A large 

excavator for a few days, you’d have it done. Now that way you’d have permanent water. 

There’s no – from where we are here up to the state line, then after the state line is pine 

forest, there’s no water in between here and there that’s accessible by helicopter. There’s just 

dense bushland, rugged terrain. There’s nothing. So if there’s a fire in that anywhere from 

here to the state line, they’ve got Buckley’s of putting it out. It gets into the pine forest and 



millions of dollars of damage is done instantaneously. If they put in a fire dam here it can 

service a huge area. Now the helicopters that came in here were pulling out of the dam that 

we had here and it was only probably a third full. If you had a bigger dam, even if it was only 

a third full, it would be twenty times more water than what we had, you know? They were 

pulling up mud, like literally. I’ve got photos of the helicopter dropping water on a 

neighbour’s place over here and you can just see it. It’s just mud. They were dropping mud, 

basically. It was just really dirty water off the bottom of the dam. There was just nothing, 

nothing left in the dams. A fire dam here would be the smartest – I’ve heard that they’re 

talking about putting water tanks in further down in Cann River. A great idea but I think a 

dam will hold 20, 30 times more water, if not more, which is accessible by trucks, 

helicopters, and everything. We need to have a fire unit here of some description. We just had 

a jury- rigged ICB tub and a fire pump and two hoses on a trailer towed behind a tractor, and 

we dealt with the fires here. We need – we don’t need a big full-size truck, just a Toyota 

Landcruiser style truck so we can move fast. Our biggest problem, we couldn’t move fast 

enough. The old tractor’s a bit slow. By the time we get there, the fire’s a bit bigger than you 

really want it to be, even if it’s a spot fire. But if it’s a smaller truck, you can get there 

quickly and put it out. Now I think that another gripe I’ve got I guess you call it is that right 

at the end of all the fires here, the forestry people with DELWP came in and they did a back 

burn on my neighbour’s place here in a section of bush which was about 20 acres of bush I 

guess, maybe 30. Now it had been burnt – three out of four sides were burnt, were gone. The 

other side had a road going onto a clear paddock. Now they came in and did a back burn in 

this place. Now I’ve went to speak to one of the blokes up there to find out what was going 

on and what they were doing and how they were doing it, and they were stationed at Bendoc, 

which by road would be at least an hour and a half from here. Now this is the way the system 

works. See at 6:00 in the morning or whatever time, they get out of bed, they have their 

barbeque sausage sizzle breakfast followed by a safety meeting briefing of the day. “Be safe 

out there, boys.” They get in their trucks, drive all the way here, an hour and a half later. 

Morning tea time. Better have morning tea. Better assess the situation. By that time, it’s lunch 

time. They’re lighting a back burn at the hottest part of the day or just before the hottest part 

of the day, lighting it at about 12:00 - the hottest part of the day as everyone knows is 

between 2 and 3:00 in the afternoon – and then they’re going home because they’ve got to go 

all the way back to Bendoc. They’re leaving here at 3:30, 4:00 in the afternoon. Now if 

you’re going to do a back burn, the way that I was taught back when I was 14, 15, 16 years 

old in the fire brigade where I came from was you light it up at 6:00 in the evening because 

the evening’s getting cooler and cooler, the fire’s more easily controllable as the air gets 

cooler. They light it up in the middle of the day because they have to get back. Now this 

particular burn that they did was on private property, which I didn’t think that DELWP was 

supposed to do that, but maybe they can, I don’t know, during a fire. But it was already burnt 

on three sides. It was all – it couldn’t go anywhere. Even if it did burn, nothing would 

happen. But they burnt this because it was a safe thing to do and they had to look like they 

were doing something and get paid $80 an hour to do it. It was just a waste of money and a 

waste of time and it really – it absolutely disgusted me the way they did it. There was no need 

to even burn. I thought the idea of fighting fires was to put the fires out to save something. I 

mean there was no need to burn it. It had burnt all the way around it already. I don’t know, it 

just didn’t make any sense to me at all that they would burn that bit.  



ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, we heard a bit of that, how the resourcing or whatever it is or times 

people were working, we did hear quite a bit of that in the phase one part of the inquiry, not 

understanding why things happened at the times that they did.  

DARRYL: And one of the young fellows I was speaking to there, he was an apprentice 

plumber, and he was really happy that they were doing something because he was getting 

paid to do it, at exorbitant rates. It was like – okay, I mean now the CFA, they showed up 

here exactly one month after the first fire. It took them a month to get here, because the road 

had been closed. I don’t know. It’s just the way the whole system worked. At the end of the 

day, I really felt that – I really understand that it was a big event and it was spread out over 

huge areas and resources were stretched to the limit, stretched to breaking point. I understand 

what was happening. But when you ring 000 and you’re told that you’re on your own – that 

was their words, “You’re on your own. Sorry, we can’t send anything.” Just nothing. 

Absolutely nothing. Yeah, I don’t know. I don’t know how to – it’s just a – you sort of grow 

up – like I’ve never called 000 really for anything much, or anything at all. But you sort of 

grow up – you’re taught if there’s an issue, if there’s an emergency, call 000 and someone’s 

going to come and help you. And finally you get to that point in your life when you need it 

and nothing happens. It’s kind of a little depressing, shall I say.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah. I can understand how you would feel in that situation – or try and 

understand how you could feel in that situation because you would be expecting some kind of 

help.  

DARRYL: As far as back burning goes, if we go right back to that meeting which never 

happened with DELWP prior to the fires, my understanding of what happens is that they’ll 

look at an area to burn. Now if the weather is absolutely perfect and it’s all in their favour and 

it doesn’t look like it will get out of control, we’ll burn it. Because no one will take 

responsibility for – or no one wants the responsibility, because if that fire gets away and 

accidentally burns someone’s house down, they’re going to lose their job, right? So they 

don’t – so unless the conditions are absolutely perfect, they’re not going to do it. And this is 

what the problem is, I believe, well particularly in this area, that that’s what’s been happening 

for years. Now if they miss the window of opportunity to burn it, it’s another 12 months and 

then they’ll miss it again and it’s another 12 months, and by that stage they’re getting more 

and more paranoid about burning it because there’s more and more material there so it’s more 

and more likely to take off and get out of control. So it’s a snowballing effect. Now where I 

think our society falls down is our entire society, the Australian culture is based on blame. It 

doesn’t matter what it is, we have to blame someone for it. There’s always an inquiry or a 

royal commission or something into it to point the finger at some poor chump at the end of 

the day. And with fire, the bottom line is shit happens. Now if a back burn gets out of control 

and it does burn someone’s house down, I actually think that there should be an insurance 

backed by the government to cover that accident of that house burning down. But if the local 

– say it’s the local fire captain, the vice-captain and a senior member, there’s three people 

agree that this fire should be safe to burn today, let’s go ahead and burn it, if it gets out of 

control and accidentally burns someone’s house down, they don’t lose their jobs. They’re not 

pointed at – if it’s a group of people who have got experience in doing it, they shouldn’t be 

victimised for shit happening, because it does. Shit happens. Now I’d rather see that happen 

as opposed to not burning at all and having really big shit happen like just happen. See if a 



small back burn gets out of control, you’ve got the resources because they’re not stretched to 

the limit like they were during the fires to be able to pull in other units to help put it out. So 

what we need to accept in our society is that sometimes shit happens, if that makes sense.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, it does.  

DARRYL: We just keep putting it off, keep putting it off because it might get out of control 

and then it’s going to get out of control because it’s – the bush doesn’t stop generating more 

material. It will always generate material. So you have to draw a line there somewhere if it 

was overridden by the government or – whether that’s a state government thing or federal 

government, whichever, if it’s – what I’m saying is that you can’t just go and light fires and 

do back burns. Like as long as there’s at least a consortium of people, like three people or 

something which are in agreeance that it should be controllable and it definitely needs to be 

burnt – and you can put documents in place that they’ve got to sign this and that. Most 

farmers if they’ve got bush or back onto bushland and so forth, if you went and saw them 

first and said, “Look we’re going to burn this. Technically you’re covered if we accidentally 

burn your house down. It is insured through the government. That would be cheaper for the 

government as opposed to paying for this relief that they’ve got to pay for now.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah. Daryl, you might be interested that it’s a pretty big report, but the 

phase one report from the inquiry, about half of the 34 recommendation relate to fuel and 

land management. It was probably the biggest amount of feedback that we actually received 

from the community around yeah, fuel management in all its forms and yeah, so you might be 

interested there is also a summary report as opposed to reading the full reports that’s like 380 

pages. But I’ll send you the link so you can have a look, because there are quite a lot of 

recommendations about future changes to the way that type of thing is being done and 

expectations of community so yeah, you might be interested in having a little read about it.  

DARRYL: Yeah, it would be good.  

ANNE-LOUISE: How’s your list going there? Have you covered off everything you wanted 

to talk about?  

DARRYL: I think so. I think so, yeah.  

ANNE-LOUISE: I’m just going to write, “email report”. Okay. Yeah? Zhen, did you have 

anything else that you wanted to talk about, anything to do with the relief or recovery or 

anything during the fires that you hadn’t covered?  

ZHEN: Yeah not too much, but just one thing that I was able to stay with Darryl to fight a 

fire is – we prepare ahead and we get the fire truck out and have a spray before the fire 

actually happens. So I have knowledge of how to turn a fire pump on and how to use the 

firefighting on to put out a spot fire if I need to. I think that’s very important for everyone to 

have that skill, because a lot of people just don’t know how to do. I think that’s quite 

important as well.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, definitely. And I used to work for a local government and we were 

involved in a project where we were working to try to increase the amount of women such as 



yourselves who actually know how to operate fire pumps, chainsaws, that type of things, 

because generally speaking, men usually do those roles, and if the men are away, what 

happens? So that’s terrific that you’ve obviously got those skills and you’re both sharing that 

responsibility, so well done.  

ZHEN: Other than that, just the fire units for the valley for prevent future fire.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Darryl, where’s the closest CFA then? Is that Cann River?  

DARRYL: It’s Cann River. It’s 45 minutes by road. 

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah. Yeah.  

DARRYL: And they’ve only got one truck which services – technically if it serviced the 

postcode, in reality you could easily put ten trucks in that postcode. It’s still not enough close.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, and then it’s about having enough people to man the trucks per se.  

DARRYL: But even maybe not a full-size truck, just a Toyota land cruiser style small unit 

like that which a farmer can use, like a two-man operation. That’s what’s needed, because 

they can be joining on the spot. The only other thing that just jumps into my head is the local 

fire trails here -  

ANNE-LOUISE: As in the fire access tracks? Is that what you mean?  

DARRYL: Yeah, just bushfire trails, so just through the bush here. There’s whole logging 

tracks and all sorts of things through the bush here which before these fires, one or two main 

ones were open, what you could drive through, but DELWP in their wisdom just – I guess 

they just don’t want people in the forest, don’t open any of these tracks up. In my view, they 

should be open, because if there’s a lightning strike or whatever and you need to go and put it 

out, you can get to it. They’re just not open. I mean before the fires you couldn’t even 

through them.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah.  

DARRYL: And haven’t been driven for years. I’ve walked it, some of them, and the logs 

that are on there have clearly been there for ten years or more, and that was before the fires. 

They’re burnt, but there’s a whole heap of new logs on the track. So a lot of those tracks need 

to be opened.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah and I think a lot of people provided that feedback as well, yeah, 

particularly in that forested area where you are and up in the high country and things, so 

yeah.  

DARRYL: Yep.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Yeah, good.  

DARRYL: No, I think that’s covered everything. 



ANNE-LOUISE: Covered everything. Okay. So basically what I’ll do is I’ll get the 

recording transcribed then I’ll just review it, check it and then I’ll send it to you via email, 

and then I send the details of your question that I talk at the start, your demographics, just 

through to our people who are recording the submissions for the inquiry. We are – from this 

relief and recovery perspective, keen to talk to people again next year, about 12 or so months 

after the fire, so Feb/March. So if you’re interested or have any further comments around 

what’s happened in the last 12 months, I’d be interested in having a chat back with you guys 

again. And yeah, just being aware – I’ll also send you through some information about 

support services available. I know you did say you haven’t accessed any, but it is a really 

traumatic experience that you’ve both been through and you may wish to give consideration 

to that at some point about accessing any of those support service that are available.   

DARRYL: Yep.  

ANNE-LOUISE: But I just want to say thanks very much. It’s a privilege to hear your story 

and I think you guys did an incredible job with regards to preparing and looking after your 

property. Yeah, and I just want to thank you very much for being so open with me today and 

yeah, wish you all the best.  

DARRYL: Thank you very much.  

ZHEN: Thank you.  

ANNE-LOUISE: Thank, Daryl. Thanks, Zhen. See you later.  

DARRYL: See you. Bye.  

ZHEN:  See you.  

 


