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Preface

A board of Inquiry was set up after raging firestorms caused havoc and death across much of
Victoria on 12" February 1977. The inquiry found that many of the fires were caused by sparks
from electricity distribution lines. This reproduction of one inquiry exhibit, being the diary of a

farmer, gives a powerful and graphic account of the terror, suffering and loss caused by Victoria's
firestorms. Subsequent parts to be published in this “The History of Electricity Fires in Victoria”
series will delve into the statistical and technical records of similarly caused fires in 1974, 1969 and
1968. Subsequently, in 1983 and 2009, Victoria suffered similar calamities, with by far the worst
human death toll occurring after a frayed, rusted live power line broke at Kilmore East on Black
Saturday 2009. The resultant firestorm killed 119 people.

Nineteen seventy-seven was perhaps unique in that one hundred percent of the six deaths caused
by fire on 12" February were started by “live” electricity distribution wires (or fuses) sparking by
themselves, or upon coming into contact with trees. The Tatyoon-Streatham fire that Mr McKenzie
was mainly involved with was caused by a sugar gum branch falling on a live high voltage SWER
line. Two men were killed: Graham Dunn and Richard George Hunt. Seven other people at least
were hospitalized with burns.

M. Gunter
North Melbourne
January 2011
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VICTORIAN FARMERS’ UNION

FARRER HOUSE, 24-28 COLLINS STREET, MELEOURANE, 3001
TELEPHONE: 63-9281 TELEGRAPHIC ADORESS: “VICFARMEAS™, MELBOLRNE
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T 1ARD OF MQUIRY
l4th April, 1977 o

Mr R.A. Sebire,

Secretary,

Board of Inquiry inte the Occurrence
of Bush and Grass Fires in Viectecria,
8th Floor,

Nnbrik House,

MELBOURNE Vic. 3000

Dear Mr Sebire,

I enclose a signed diary of the experiences of a Mr Colin McKenzie
of Lake Bolac, in the Streatham fire on 12th February.

I submit this document at this stage as it may be of assistance

to Mr NWixon when dealing with the Streatham fire. Mr McKenzie is
prepared to co-~operate in any way but the V.F.U. will be using his
experience in the relief work as part of our final submission.

1 have another farmer at Derrinallum preparing a similar diary.

Yours sincerely,

’ﬁ%/&%? ?ﬁagﬁi&anoa/

é -K.P, BHEA

EPS/mm
Ene




S eary 17th was an extreme day, tomperature 959F, wind up to
50+ ph, dne north.  All sport was cannelled and everyone standing
by. I secelved a call about I p.m. ¥4 a Tlire was burning at

~ R

Yoooorin WNersin, I left impediately Lo Jck up ey brothoe.  Our
Molterr o dtdntt want us hoth to co, dus Lo Janzur at heme, so I owint
cod opy heother remd@iced with a sceond uplt,  Visibility was very
hed due Lo duzt,  The Lruck I wos deiving hoed a cesxlaem speed of

30 oh when driving inteo the wind, T ot tc'puldery lost and a
Jzdy roedirected me. Yo signs of'flames, Just smoke and dust. 1
saw a truck speeding towards me which I signalled to stop. It was
driven by Graham Dunn of Streatham. He advised me that the fire
was two miles shead of me. He was going back to his farm when a
recond ire, which had started at Tatyoon, was heading. The pall
of smoke confirmed this. He declined my offer to accompany him
surposting I was needed zhead. It is now history that he went
steaight Lo his home where he lost his 1life.

T =at two or three obther trucks leaving that fire to return to
Stycatham. I drove to where the fire had started and then

followed its path till I came Lo where it was burning on the frinze.
I started the flre pump and followed Skipton fire truck mopping up
behind them. Qcc*swoﬂally, I nad ieo retuen to a pilece that had
relit.  After sore time a small plece rellt well behind me and
pefore I could rs tu”n, it jumped to a huge width and height and
roared up -‘behind us. The other 4ruck drove ont ori the burnt ground,
through to smoke, ash and dust and I follawed his lights. There
-were hugh rocks on the ground We all huddled together with hanker-
‘¢hiefs over our noses. Two haystacks were burning about 250 yards
LBHAY . wpwind, . and the heat was intense. _As scon as possible, we
;mqeed further_away. : '

T Lhen wopped up at the Tringe of the new wing of the flre until
wacned by ©he Pura Pura Tire truck that I was in danger from anoil. o
peazk oul behind we again. 3y now, I couldn't tell any dircctlions
and had no ideca wherc I was. I jolned a group of men and irucks
_on the burnt area who were using a radio and deciding tactics. Thoy
had heard over the radio that a fire was burning west of Lake Bolac,
- where I live. We decided I should head towards home. 1 think that
was where I heard that Streatham had been burned. T drove as fast
as conditions would allew £ill I rcached the gravel road. Someone
dircetod me to help o tre Lo kecp the other fire from crossing the
Steeatham - Jerrin road. I got Lhere, shout 3 wiles, as quickly as

- possible.. Hearing the fire, T saw a man on a rotor bike race into a
paddock, eway frow the fire. Whon T got to the fire, 1t was alread
- aerpss and In the gress on the side, then into a large pine plantati
large. rocks and gutiers foiled any slim chance of holding it. Two
- boys&, about 17, offered to man my truck. I agreed. They had no
‘shirts, wearing Jeans and "Adidas” shoes. I warned them to be carva-
- fudand - then, because of the plantation, had to drlve about a mile
back Lo the gate where I ‘had seen the motoreyelist. We wocre now on

i
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Loowage Two

-ﬁﬁ&gspecﬁ~ﬁf she fire wes such that the Tront of the fire was remw ook
of sight; several paddocks away. I zaw the wobor cycle drive Lhrouoh
‘the fire again. We went back Lo the pine ploridntion which was
alight to about 40 Teet high. There e two units there, onae crch
side;. 80 we went along pulting out Lhe Teivoe, We went shout 4 oile
when ve ran out of water. We arked znothor teuck to tske over. e
‘went .40 a dam out of the five to Fi11. 4 Tuvee uiob of Mepe fapds
. were there, some graszing, some lying down. e edze of the fire wos
. about half & mile from them.
. 'With other trucks that weré there now we put thg,é?re cut for about
- two miles {estimated). The counlry was very s§¥%ﬂ§. At one stage,
- we had tg3drivajup.a*r¢cky barrier with a relit fire behind us.
. Again we had & truck to Tollow., Someone loovod back. The trucks

*}jhad_leftvthe-pJnEcplantabibn and aliowed it to get away again behind

‘us.  The.whele effort was wasted. We all went back. My truck got

*1;£aught betyeen & deep drain and the Tfire, and I z2gain had to go

thedngh the fire and s5it on the burnt ground, not able to see.  When
3% eleared we goti.the fire out which was now rizht near the cattle
wileh remained undisturbed. The motor cyclist was riding arcund, o
‘went back to-the pines. It was a wide plantation and units had
¥ouble gebtingabhecentre out. T sugpested we cut the fence
romarkablyastiil standing).  The motor cyclist objected strongly.

e weiapgued, & powerful unit managed to baek in and we got the

2f3?:§§¢ﬂgdﬁ.

We went back to the road to follow the fire znd a I2dy in a uar
stopped us and asked us to help back whore the eihep (Weeein) Tice
had started. The wind was in the south -west now.  She Tlee hod cellt
almost exactly at the start and was thecatening two homes,  Lrekily,
it. was in a swamp and controlled nuickly neoar the bomes. Cne hone
had. a lot of horses in the yard. The head of bhe fire vaced on well
“ahead of the trucks and eventval y ran into.the burnt area of the
Tatyoon fire. Many Gehl rolls wore set alight. The trucks all

'f; gathered together and I wanted to go towards my home, being unsure

of;2ts salety. ' The two boys decided to go on anothen tiuck and
follew. the fire towards Carranballac.
. This :

- while I travelled. " I was travelling at 35 mphy, and loeking scircss
~-at Grabam Dunn's burnt house when I hit semi alive power Iiues.  Thoy
wepe -about 4 feet high across the read dicgonally., The Lruek slouwed
to the right, then one wire went over the top ot the truck, wroekirg
Jthe lights-and breaking the framse at the b3k of Sha cahin.,

_@rﬁékﬁVEeréd-Ieft, then right as the other wire held., T szw the

- bupnt.out pole rige off the fernce ahcad of -» as the second oo
o tightaned, then fall as that wire also wont over the Lop,  Fhe Lrus
- wenk.off the-read to the left, down a bank and reached ohe s o
L belore: I hag eontrol. The boys would have heesn ki1lled Foi Lhay Lec

o
3§ﬁﬂqaqlucky. I could fcel the voltage going Lhrouch
e cbruck had a broken front spring as well 25 ihe other
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'I'wgited:by.thé_liﬁe and stoppad &Il:trqffic. Two girls got the 240
who cut. the wives. 1 drove into Btreatham, T ihirk 1t woutd be ay st
; i;;g*q;g¢k, I was overeunme with-emotion at shat T saw. A devestabod

- kown. Hopne knew who was safe ardb who wasa't. I saw a Lake Bolac

'wés.g luaky-move. They had bzen sitting on top of the -sler *. ik
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nan who toid -e that Lake Bolac was safe. I was about to 111 up
- -gnfl Tellow the Tire to Carranballac when the police, Senior
Sordstable Wrizht, asked me to put out a burnt bridge. I piecked up
a'm#n and we couldn't find the bridge, false information. We dig
puf out 2 small fire restarted in & stubble. Back at Streatham, I
¥ £ob neWws that the fire was contained. With four others, we went sut
. ahaaling sheqp till well after dark.

08 PIRE DAY Pl
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Tt would be nearlyp*ipossible For anyone not present to E
‘realise the heat 3Fvghe fird; thé speed - 4 galloping horse . %
‘cowlda't stay ahea&% ‘the: Smﬁka #nd ash in the alr,  An sroy k
T oftmen counldn't stﬁﬁ 1t 15 the early afternoon. Haystacks, 1
‘which would normally swowlder for days vere reduced to: one -
inch of ash in minutes, the sheds conpletrly buekled and

the ir6n Blown away. Wost fences, rogardless of construction;

Eﬁﬁéa;:; : were flat on Lhe ground, only the metal vompanonts left,
o ' and even those ﬁEPE hrittle from over heat.
e =?a Apart from the :utor eyelist, I didn't see anyone act In any

way that didn't deserve {he highest credit.

' ig The local policcran, Btan Weight, had the situation in hand i~
C at all times when thjngs were @OSt heetic; as did all the Tocal -
CFA m=n, voluntcers, the ladies with food and drinks, and
nursing =isters aznd many othsrs,

On Sunday uorning, my brother Bill helped me put a4 lmckrake on the
frovt -end loader of my ftractor. I drove the Lractor the 18 miles Lo
Streatham, arriving about 8.00 a.m. Men were gathering in Lhe sireet
where Constpblcs Wright ard Spittle were despatehing them to faras
where “ssistance was -most urgently required. They had supplies of
ammuniilon which were allofed to shooters ag needed., Tip trucks ware
needed and scme went home to get them. Every able-bodied mén was
there with the necessary requirements., PBob Stewart came in and
requested help so0 I went to his farm. His brother, Fraser, I'rom

\ Torguay {see Sppendix 1) had a "Bobeat" in operation digging a hole
for burnt stoekx. Fraser's son, Peter, had 4 tip truck and we went to
a heap of about 400 sheep, and loaded the truck. The bodies had to be
lifted onto the buckrake and stacked. We could pubt on about sizteen _
which would then ¥& 1oaded onto the truck. The truck, which had high
sides, held about ‘seventy sheep. Trucks which came latEr without
gides, held only about twenty-five or thirty. The sheep in heaps {
Weré so severely docked that frequently their inaides fell out or thefp
tegs would come aff'when they were 110ted e

More men wire &rlivinw a1l the tine, Some helped us. Some took rifles
and shot the shcep that weee sealtceed In ones and twes as far as the
eye could s2e. Srme sheep Just sat walting Cor a bullet. Others,
#lthough horri®ly burncd, seould run almost as rast as wsual, Some
men built a temporary yard where a domposite mob was yarded, Thére
were two or three owners involved and Although many sheep were =
destroyed, a Yot of this mob were sived. The szaved ones wers loaded
onto stock trucks (Appendix II) and moved te district farms who

had -offered to take them until the owner could orsanise otherwise.
It was no mean feat to load sheep 14 such clrcumslances - each shedp .
had to he manhandled on - about twenky wen involved. Many of thoae:
man wers from Boh'a wool firm in Gemlans. The stock agants (ipyl

ll}i'—:-: ) o .l.r' XN 'H« S " | ;
E"%.mk Emrra. R R 1o
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jﬁII) w.re magnitficent in arrangling agistment. At about five o'elock

"~ Peter and I with many others had all the stock on Bob Stewart's

-and ‘several neighbours shot and in the pits waiting to be covered.
Being strange to the area we didn't know who owned which paddocks.
Forees were non-existent. The Shire of Ripon equipment moved in so I
lteft to return to Streatham and recelive ancther job.

As soon ns 1 reasched town, Stan Wright gvided e to more shoop near
the town. There were two lecal trucks scent to help plus four or five
lceal men. Also following were three car Inads of 5.K.83. men., I
pulled up near the first heap. I s*arted to lead shecp on.  The
S.E.S. men then converged and stack 1 them on ror vs. Having just
arrived, they were full of epnergy wi.creas the lecals were dog tired.
We soon filled the available trucks and had to walt quite a while,
The S.E.S8. men were very "green" and some of their suggesticns not
practical. However, they bolstered a flagging werkforce.

On return to Streatham, Constable Wright asked would I be "hay and
stock co-oedinator® for the fire. 1 expressed reluctance because

{a) the Jlocals knew what to do without being told; (b) there were
dogens of S.E.S. and police there by now with seeningly 1ittle to

do; {c¢) because I was operating one of the few tractors and leaders,
I felt T should stay on, but eventually agreed that I would. The
turial of stock was going 0K, but there were thousands still to be
covered. It had been a hot day and the stock had decomposed badly.

I had 3 meal, which was most welcome as I had calen 1little since

6.00 a.m. 'There was a lot of beer and soft drink available, all

donated by local publicans. A wmecting conducted by the polleoman

in charge outlined the administrative procedures for the "Disaster

Period". Among other things, he said that the "S.E.S8." were in charge

of "hay co-ordination”. I thought that this was good as far as I

was concerned. Nothing else was said concerning that during the

meeting except a request by the S.E.S. for black boards, of which I

offered two. After the meeting, the Officer in Charge of 3.E.S. said
5 be wasn't in charge of hay and it was up to me to do it (because they

were too busy). He said to get "three or four" girls to answer the

phone and record infornatlon 23 vwell, I would need all my own

furniture.

'I-was back in Streatham about 7.30 a.m. next morning, Monday, with
one girl to take the phone calls, table, chairs, paper, pens, black
boarde, ete. We were positlioned at a pheone near a window in the
of fice. All went well, we mzde Inventorics of all offers of hay,
greain or aglstment, and I had three VFU men doing supveys of the
victima' needs. We were flat out but scveral of the pelice
aé-complimented us on our werk. At 10.00 a.m. we were told to leave
N the office and sit on the vorandah. A1l calls were to be answered
by & police woman who would hand them to the £.E.S. men who would
radio them to the highway. Our job was to sit on the verandah and
evary now and then would receive a 1ist from the S.E.8. of what was
~done to record. Fowever, 1t was still "essential" that we be there,
they said. We were not allowed to use the phone for out going or
jncoming calls,




st A 'Bﬂ P neoK Lall eane for men to round up a mob of 4,000
f]-in't\_ﬁampy 1 had not done any work Tor 4 hours, so I left
sirl to decord the “messages" and went with the group of six
wae another hot day and when we found 3hat fthe sheep had
drifted-and losded through cattle yavds which held about
actime, Iowent back for swore mea. I 2lso asked the
aa%ﬁatiuh Avmy Ar they tould take out food and drinks as 1t was

X

-i ﬁ?hﬂﬂ# that the: Job woeuld take till after ank Thoey readily

-Soma-men: relused to go, as they disiihcd Lhe attitude of

&hﬂ bﬁh&r; - Howawer, - about 30 in total agreed Lu help.  Suddenly,

" T&@ﬂ Leoke Sut-and.we taok all avallable Liucks out to eontrol
! A took dbbut. bwg - hours Lo get back. I then went back where
ufiniihea the other job, including shootlng about rifty burnt
ey ‘wedl attey: darkaf«fha owner had gone home to Ballarat hours
Thit n&gﬁt, ageveéry other night, I had a long 1ist of
people Hﬁen f arrived- ‘home, This went well into

ivh&ﬂ*intended to aell sone surp]us gsheep teo
N skt Yaghst™ somebody's saved sheep. chewer the
ired truck: bruke Aown, 80 the sheep had to be put beck. The
E hadrn;reads o&&anﬁsed 571 -sheep to arrive from Graham Dunn's
1ol - g stand. Hith the sioek agent. I went to

uﬁn 2 & pindJ ba &fternoon with him geoling details from -
< £ 3 dgain, I sald that I felt I could be better

police or 5.E.8. whe were both there by

”ﬂe repliad that they were "too bloody

I heard some terrific stories of courage as we spoke to these
people. Aas a general rule, any rerson with the guts to stay at
home through the fire, saved their hewe, A lot said modestly,

that it wasn't guts, they 4idn't have tive to got away, anyhow,

on- the way home that night I checked some very bedly burned sheep
on a paddock near the town at Lake Eeolac. They were In a very bad
state with hooves coming off and lics so swnlien Lhat T dea't think

'-;hey*had'eaten or drark since tha fire, I was very late phoning poscy' s
- that night. The wholé network of the VFU was achleving magnificent

S-ﬂﬁ9§ resuits with Government -ald, hay, agistment, ete.

“tare Selae, They had deterici:iod so mch cvernlight Lhat 1 got an
- sxperionced farmer to chack then with me. Mo ndvired me o

']d&#tvny soarly all of them. 7he loca! g-llce-ap, who had done such
¥ magntf1¢ﬁnﬁ Job early, and riow had seon adtuost relegated to a Mmosoo
nger bcx - pave permigsion to destroy Lhe {""e Lwner wishes not

'*On ﬁvdnesdﬂy morpdng, ¥ took a Yoad of oy hoy to Lhe burned sheep in

ko b 1nrulsed at #11 with them)., the aanL wis arvranged for 1,30 p.

ﬂd At temk nearly- that long to get Lthem Lo yards, 80 pour was their
‘ubhﬁiﬁibn. . Before tha shoot was due to start a mossage caeme that a

he wen and trucks there, The vet satd not to destrey thom as he
S g thoough then himselif, but was unavallable until Friday.
ﬁ'put LhEM ta@k &nd urg&nisa Py ‘nﬁtlith fupr Fv!’ay.

-

Lrnt yat- wished %0 inspect them, end not to proceed, We hsd ail

-




_ast of Hednesday, Thursday and Friday morning were spent at
g Steeltham wainly on 1ivestock and tracter work. On Friday after-
" heuBy I got the sheep in again and when the vet arrived I was
L anYedp In Yhe vie welting,  We caught every sheep and "turned them
“lop fu hot duety yards. We found that they were aged wethers, many
with Whsotind fouthd and pilzeles. ‘The vet stated that the sheep
TwWepe ontnsuredi We treated all the shecp and walked them throag
e foothath of Jetting fiuid, to destroy any maggots in thelr font.
. Rbout- thtrty were radiled for destruction, but ithe vet feclded to
coo . Eive thasia chance.  They wére all put back in thesr paddock. On
- Pelday night, din-'discussion, scveral of us ageced that we had
r=workﬁd ovar 100 hours 1n the past neek

Wk
Al

: ~saturday was the d&y destined to be the cican-up of burnt howes and
g?_huildings. ‘The R.E.S. were In charge. I arrived curly and a
. Btreatham man asked me 1if I would load nis burnt car onto a truck
xF For him, uding the low-loader, 1 agresd. We took the tractor duwn
,.3but ‘tha buekwrake was too light, so we went back to my ute and put
B § khe vucket., -When we retufned we were stopped by a S.E.S. girl
JC U with'a two way radio.  She asked where we were golng and if we had
gf-,permiaaian, was the tractor registered with the S.E.8. for use, was
_jat; T registered; ebe. Bhe made us wait for 40 minutes because she
N _cwnidn’ﬁ g8t H.Q. to reply. Then we saw his car go past on the
trdck. * Bomeons eslse had loaded 1t. T left her and went to work
elehring s site in Stréatham. About two hours later she appeared
again and - gald H.Q. wanted to speak to me again, then she tock another
wiitity miAutes to raise them, meking me wait. Next a man came on and
iss-Exfmtried me about the car, ete, He wanted to know where it was,
' finished the conversation after 2bout ten minutes by telling
Eﬁ!&’%ﬁﬂtfng my time, and a few other things. We spent all
ﬁiﬁ%ﬂiﬁ“uﬂ‘in Streatham with the service clubs. The C.F.A.
: ' uﬁhiunp_ﬂere excellent, the S.E, .3., with an administrative
M m\»m; 0 “were’ chnatic. | L N
4('In ‘the fuilowing werks, the police apd- the 8 E‘S. drifted away.. The
C.F.A., V.F.U,, Depactmont of Acriculture and especislly, the locals
- from surrounding arcas contirved at thelr same Phcs. Tha rwaponae
g Trom people has been wonderful, but ¥t has been proved thit thﬁ
lﬂ_uﬁders+anding of locals is Rose erfettive that toa;muah"
'&&hinlstration.= o .

IR £ have pnt a 1ot of time into the 4heep near Lake Bolaq. Oma hundred
- dMed during the next month znd )1 bodies had Lo be. moved. away. The
Lo podtes wéra becsntlug a problem, so with: the authoriiy of the: polic&.

o Y. #bot those that were In paln. Ve were able to.sell 170 for the -
X and thoy nveonged £6,:0 (alx weeku nfnar the fire), helped
2 riéa An the nacket. i _

Wl anutghﬁd Gv ham Durn'a shecp and’ 1t uag abviaus %hl

! 14 end in a poor state, in Cngt, unlikely %
AIAK' S widow's permtssion, the -ﬁﬂk,ﬂﬂnﬁ

'gld 121 of the very worsﬂ. B .

te unjustificd. Aemjit(,f
Yout half of the mob of o

=
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"Fraser Stewart is the brother of Streatham 111m11, Fobh Steowart,
who was burnt out on 12th February. He 1s a contractor at
- Togrg ay.

"He i ard about the fires in the Tatyoon-Sireatham area on
12th February and then loaded his trucks and machinery and
supplies. He arrived at Streatham at 2.00 p.m. that night,
prepared to help anyone - not knowing that his brother had
been aflfeciaed,

Many other Carmers and private contractors acted in a similar
‘way although they were closer to the area. In conjunction
. with the local shire (Ararat), many were at work early that
morning (Sunday, 13th February) illustrating the capacity of
- ptople to help their neighbours.

 APEENDTX TI

The work carried out by local farmers and stock carriers nceds

“to be appreciated. They transportsd stock from farm to farm

from Sunday, 13th February till the end of that week without
reward. No doubt, the immediate transfer of stock to available
fodder and water was a major factor in reducing losses in the days
following the fire.

APPENDIX III

agistment for stock was immediate and well organised. Gencrally,
- gach agent arranged for his clients stock %o be moved to another
- -elients' farm on a person to person basis. As this work necded
. to be done as quickly as possible, the stock agents' role was
_vital. In some cases, the local agent worked solely on fire work
Cand o:'anlsing agistment for stock for very long hours also without

M»W%’:&
- -4~ 77.

'_ﬂ . The invol . ement of the local stock and station agents in organising




