WE SURVIVED IN THE DAM WITH A DEER AND KANGARDOS
It 15 I months since ihe greates cetime O [in
Austrahian | v tur Ty world up n. Bla urday Is a name
that hardly d | o the day that is et

minds of inno

Tha b

wiped our tiny little community of Strathewen, from the face of the plar

15 my family ed and d on the land in
1, and in ane harrific moon any 1 that p
that family mstory, s ved. In the s of a heartheat, we [os1

THE SMOKE TURNED THE SUN BLOOD RED!

und pr

wding it difficult to b
A 3 ike a ing that none of us |
turned the sun bloo sting an eerie golden g
1. At this point | w lone at home, u of the

d the mo

wild be al

2 it out. [tp

Earle took the jlian fag |
fjomng 1o s

5 prepared should we decide to stay

¥ too late to
Ining
1 anly burn

| Was

{ATHEWEN - FERN LANGMEAD

il of thera v

something wi

| TURNED THE CARS AROUND READY FOR THE MAD DASH!
The smoke ar hit us long before the fire did. The
frantically to stamp out any em that came

Dad got the pumps ready, and | turned the cars around re

Dad got a call from work g that the fire had |

n Humevale, and that it was heading straight for us. Th

tanget

| animal of a fire, ro:

WE WERE CORNERED!

The flames rose higher thar 2 gums mountaimn, in a fire
gine red tornado. Like the greatest nightmare of hell, 1l ke turned
day into night, and spot fires were igniting ave H Wi the drive
of the hi

grnered, 1N

for Earle
i

ran up

he bank
threw our
wild be there

could call Mum and tell her we made it out of there

We swam out towards the middle of the dam, taking our overalls off as we

swam, because they were weighing us down. Nyall kept his on, but Earle
turned his overalls into a floatation device. | remembear panicking that the
water would heat up, and that we would boil to death, but Dad reassured
us the water was too deep. Fire was starting to burn all around us now,
racing down the hill towards us. Earle was helping support Dad, as he isn't
a strong swimmer, and he wasn't able to hold himself and Dad afloat for
MLCH longer

WE WERE SHARING THE DAM WITH A FRIGHTENED DEER

We dacided to move closer to the edge where we could stand up, and
shelter with the woallen blanket over our heads

The boys and Dad got to the edge first, and by now we were sharing the dam
with a frightened deer and some kangaroos. We were all finding comfort in
the cool water. It was an amazing sight. Fire is the common dread of both
man and beast alike, and evary other fear recedes in the face of it

Then the firefront hit | was still out in the water when the full force
of the fire storm hit. Hot embers and black smoke attacked us with an
unrelenting ferocity that is hard 1o put into words. | couldn't breathe. Every
time | tried, | felt my lungs burning like crepe paper. | heard the others
screaming my name out, but in the smoke it was difficult to see where |
was. At this point | thought § was going to die.

THIS WAS HOW | WOULD DIE!

There were no ifs, buts or maybes. This was how | would die. At the age of
Z7, with'an unfinished life, it was a fleeting thought, but it was there, and
It was vary real. Then | swam underwater, only coming up twica for the
tiny bit of air that | could get bafore reaching the othars. If they were any

further away | don't think | would have made it. The blanket became my
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| WENT UNDER THE WATER EVERY 30 SECONDS

We spent two hours under that old woollen blankat, going under the water
gvery thirty seconds or so to clear the smoke that had formed, and to put
out the hot embers that stuck to the wool, After about an hour or 50 we
ware able to check what was happening around us, but then the wind
would pick up and blow burning embers towards us again. We would then
have to go back under the safety of the blanket It was like a life support
blanket that shielded us from the intensity of the heat and fiery embers.

| think the shock hit us eventually, because we all started making stupid
jokes about needing a beer. The reassurance | got from the others, helped
pull me through. | honestly think that if there had been one less of us, or
ong more, no ong would have made it out of there alive

Dad's car caught fire and we were so worried that it would explode that
we moved along the dam a bit. Nyall got outand grabbed the phones and
wallets just before they malted or caught fire

I THOUGHT EVERYDNE WE KNEW WAS DEADI

All of a sudden it was daylight again, The smoke had lifted, and we assumed
it was safe to come out of the blanket. Nyall tried ta make a phone call,
but with no reception he had to walk towards home to call out. | remember
Dad and | were swearing at him and yelling because it was taking so long
Even then | didn't feel safe enough, and thought he might die trying 1o make
a phone call

| remember looking around at the total destruction that ok only a short
time to occur, It was as though a bomb had been dropped on us, Thera was
nothing but blackness and red coals:

About an hour later, we risked going back up to the home to see if anything
was left. The place was unrecognizable. There were fires still burning, but
the house was gone. A pile of twisted roofing sheets lay on the glowing
temains of our family home. Tha once towering gums were nothing but
black stieks poking out of the once fertile earth. It Jooked like a war zone
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Like something out of a disaster movie
Nothing could have prepared us for that sight. Not even living through it
My first priority was to see if any of the animals survived. | didn’t hold much

hope. 4s | made my way around Rikki's tank in the back yvard |'d never felt

such relief in my life as | turned the corner and saw my two horses standing

there, frightened and shaking, but unharmed. | broke into tears as | thanked
whoever was listening, that two of my babies had made it out alive. It was
something at least

RED HOT EMBERS WERE BURNING EV

The hills were black as night, and red hot embers of
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glowing timbers wera
burning everywhera. They looked like city lights

All night was a paranoid waiting game. Whenever a tree would fall in
the area It sounded like a bomb dropping and exploding with showers of
fireworks spraying the air around it

Rosemary's house was full of smoke and made it hard to breathe and evary

time | closed my eyes to try and sleep. | would see flames lighting up my
vision. | was still so fearful that the fire would return whilst | was sleeping.
We could haar the firefighters trying to clear the road with chainsaws and

babeats all night, and | kept wondering when they would get us out of hara

ArG:00amwhilst itwas still dark outside, and the air was thick with smoke
we piled into my car and drove down the road. The road was barely a road
anymaore, just a dirt track with trees down everywhere. We passed several
fire trucks, and some buent out vehicles on the way, that hadn't made it out
It was still too dark 1o see anything clearly. An gerie light hung like a pall
over the scene of dastruction that heightenad all our senses - especially
fear! | remember & horse standing on the side of the road, stunned and
unmaoving, but alive. We passed the great community hall. Although no
longer there, | know exactly where it once stood, and will again. We made
our way to the Arthur's Creek fire station, unaware that the trauma was
only just beginning

The station became a meeting point for anyone who survived, and loved
anes looking for their relatives. As every car pulled up, my heart would skip
a beat, as | waited 1o see who else had survived. Eventually news of the
less fortunate filtered in, and the number of close friends who lost their
[ives is still too unbearable to think of. The weeks that followed were just
a biur

We found our other two harses, alive and unharmed, but the dog and cats
wearen't sa lucky. We found their remains when we could eventually gat
back to the property. [t's a heavy weight on my heart that | carry with me
gvery day

After a manth, the terrble fires of ‘Black Saturday’ are being forgotten by
the general public. but for us involved its only just the beginning. There is
no closure, we have nothing to oo back to, and the rebuilding process will
take years. | find it hard to explain to people who weren't there, or who
didn't lose everything that it’s not as simple as going back 1o
getting on with our lives. For some of us there is nothing to get on with

work and

Jobs were lost, livelihoods ruined, and yes, it's baen a month, but who says
that grief should have a ime limit.

MATERIALISTIC THINGS NO LONGER MATTER

For me, a carear, money, and material things no longer matter. | had all that
a lifetima's'worth; and | lost it all ina heartbeat. What's more important
is spending time with the people | love - my family and my friends, We will
go back and start a new history in Strathewen. It will take a long time to
farget the events of "Black Saturday’ and an even longer tima to heal the
scars. But I'will make the mast of my life. | have to, because it's all | have
left. ... Andwe will rebuild!
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