
Bushfires - the aftermath

We’ve all heard about the disastrous impacts of the bushfires on 
many that were involved. 

This story is from Andrea Tierney’s daughter, Shannon. Andrea has 
asked that it be shared with all members as part of Shannon’s 
healing process.

Last November I started my new job as a Project Fire Fighter with 
Parks Victoria in Mallacoota. I’d never been there before but I 
thought why not? What could possibly go wrong? When I got there I 
found a small town surrounded by the beautiful Australian bush. I 
was incredibly lucky to be offered a room living with a lovely couple 
who were so incredibly generous to me, welcomed me into their 
home and introduced me to the community.

On the 28th of December I went on my first deployment to 
Bendoc. There I got to fight my first fire. It was a tiny grass fire and 
was under control within seconds. We were there for only a night because we got a call 
mid afternoon on the second day that a lightning strike had caused a fire to start at Wingan 
River which is roughly 30km’s west of Mallacoota. So that evening we made the call that 
myself and two other Firefighters would head back to Coota. By that evening we could 
already see a giant pyrocumulonimbus cloud (fire cloud) looming over the bush. The fire 
was growing at a crazy fast rate due to the winds and dryness of the bush.

On the day of the 30th, myself and the two other Forestry Firefighters worked hard around 
town to create fuel break lines, which is basically just removing all the grass and trees 
(fuel) so the fire cannot travel across it. We had sixteen CFA tankers arrive crewed by 
volunteers from out of town come to help with asset protection. Myself and another 
Forestry Firefighter rallied a crew of volunteer CFA firies and headed to the sewerage 
treatment plant which is a small building surrounded by trees. We worked hard to create 
mineral earth around the building and remove any small trees that could potentially fall on 
it. During the day the fire had been traveling towards the coast creating a giant fire line that 
was around 20 km’s long. The pyrocumulonimbus cloud had grown so big it had broken 
through the atmosphere. It was giant and with the wind predicted, it was heading straight 
for us. I guess at this stage I was still in denial so didn’t think there would be a 23km fire 
front hit the town the very next day. We finished work that night around 7pm (I think) but 
the sixteen CFA tankers stayed up all night to patrol around town to wake the community if 
the fire hit during the night. I packed my car full of my precious belongings just incase the 
house I was staying in burned down. I, like so many other people in Mallacoota that night, 
didn’t get a single wink of sleep. I tried my hardest but its hard to switch off when all you 
can see out the window is red skies and all you can hear are the CFA tankers driving 
around and all you can think is ‘how fast can I get out of this house if it starts burning 
down’.

When morning came I got out of bed at 6am, already exhausted from the night full of 
anxiety and no sleep, put my green overalls on, tried to force down one slice of toast and 
waited for the call to head to the CFA shed. We did not get a sunrise that morning. The red 
glow had become stronger, like something out of an apocalyptic movie, I had never seen 
anything like it and had never been so nervous in my life. At 7.20am I got the call telling 
me to come to the CFA shed which sat between the bush and town. As I was driving, the 
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skies turned from blood red to pitch black and stayed dark until at least 10am that day. It 
was like I was in a horror movie. It was terrifying not having any idea what was going to 
happen and what I would be faced with in the hours to come. The one thing I did know was 
no matter what situation I would have to face I had to remain calm and focused. Myself 
and the two other Forestry Firefighter’s role that morning was to drive down some bush 
tracks on the outskirts of town and try to locate the front of the fire to estimate how far 
away from town it was. On one of the tracks we stopped the cars, hopped out and heard a 
noise that others describe sounds like a jet engine in the distance, but for me it was like 
the sound of a massive crashing wave. That was the sound of a giant bush fire racing 
towards us ready to wipe out the town. 

It is a noise I will never forget as long as I live. We then 
headed down another track called Watertrust Road. I 
had a really bad feeling about going down that track but 
didn’t say anything, which I massively regret now. As we 
turned down the road I knew that if we were caught by 
the fire while on this track there would be a fair chance 
we would be killed, there was so much fuel either side of 
the road and as we learnt in our training, it is the radiant 
heat that kills. We drove a fair way down that road, the 
horizon getting redder the further we went. As the car in 
front of us came to a rise on the track it slammed on it’s 
breaks and a voice yelled over the radio “turn around!” 
He had obviously spotted the front of the fire over the rise. My whole body tensed up in 
that moment, I was terrified. But I did my best not to panic. Once we had turned I looked 
out of the right side of the car and saw flames. The fire had spotted and spread so quickly. 
We got out of there as fast as possible. I will forever regret not speaking up and putting 
myself in that position. It was a massive risk and wasn’t worth the reward. The three of us 
then headed to Betka bridge. We could see the fire from there so we sat and watched for 
around 5 minutes. At this point I still did not know if the entire town was going to be 
engulfed by fire. The fire was moving closer, so we decided to retreat to the edge of town 
before it was too late. The front wasn’t far off, there were massive bits of burning bark and 
leaves dropping from the sky. The wind was picking up and the red horizon was breaking 
through the black sky.

I positioned myself in front of the CFA shed, ready for the front to hit while the other two 
Forestry firefighters waited at their homes, ready to defend. Just before the front hit, I 
walked into the smoke filled CFA shed because I think I had to go to the toilet, weird time 
to be worrying about a wee. I found four people in uniform and I also saw a mother with 
her three young children, all huddled up on the floor hugging each other crying hysterically. 
They were terrified. It was a pretty confronting sight to see and one I will never forget. I’m 
sure they were as uncertain as I was whether the building they were taking refuge in would 
burn and whether they would survive the day. Nowhere felt safe. I felt it was my 
responsibility to protect the building. There was a voice in my head screaming at me to 
stay inside the building until the giant wave of fire had passed, because outside meant 
death. But I put on all my PPE so that only my cheeks and ears were bare, pushed my 
fears to the back of my mind and walked outside.

It was a war zone out there. I was blasted with smoke as soon as I walked out the door. I 
couldn’t breathe even though I was wearing a mask and my eyes were burning and 
watering so bad even though I was wearing goggles. It was so hot and so loud. I looked 
out to the bush and I saw flames. It was so windy that it was hard to stand still. The 
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embers were falling like hail stones, pelting towards me, burning me. There were huge 
black clouds of smoke trying to blow me over. My ears and cheeks were so hot, it felt like 
they were sizzling. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to put into words what it was truly like 
standing in front of a giant bushfire that was trying to wipe out a town. I was so 
unprepared, I had minimal knowledge of how bushfires work and zero experience. We 
were surrounded by the uncertainty of death. But, once again, I told myself that all I had to 
do was stay calm. I stood alone in front of the CFA shed, not really certain of what to do for 
a few seconds. I picked up the hose laying on the ground and started spraying the shed to 
cool it down. All I wanted to do was to get cover. A man in a CFA uniform came up to me 
out of nowhere, patted me on the shoulder and told me to keep going. A bit later someone 
took over from me so I went to find the other Forestry Firefighter.
He was at his house which was just next door, defending his home. He was also a first 
year like me, so we were paired together that day because we were so low on numbers. I 
started helping him out where I could. The radiant heat was so intense at this point that we 
had to take it in turns running out with the hose attached to our firefighting vehicle, 
spraying down the roof, fence, bushes, cars, or anything else that was catching or getting 
too hot. It was so hot and dry and there were hundreds of embers flying from every 
direction, things were catching alight so easily it was hard to keep up with putting 
everything out. We were hiding behind a brick pillar about half a meter wide which was the 
only thing protecting us from the radiant heat. We were doing quick checks around the 
house and I was also trying to do checks on other surrounding buildings to make sure 
nothing else had caught fire. That was a little scary because I didn’t want to get stuck in a 
bad spot with no hose, no radio and no way of getting to safety. A few CFA tankers turned 
up during all this and helped us with protecting the street. I think we were there for about 
45 minutes.

Once we knew the front had passed we got in the car and headed to Betka Rd and Terra 
Nova Dr where the other Forestry Firefighter was during the front. This was the part of 
town that was hit the hardest. By the time we got there lots of homes had already been 
destroyed. As we were discussing a plan of action we heard a sound like a bomb 
exploding which was actually a gas bottle exploding. At first we all jumped but as the day 
went on and as more gas bottles exploded, it became the norm. It was moments like these 
you really felt like you were in a war zone. My job was to drive behind the houses, on the 
side that bordered the bush and put out as many fences, bushes, sheds, woodpiles, 
verandahs, walls and whatever else I could. I was on high alert for falling trees, big 
embers, exploding gas bottles and so many other dangers the entire day. I was well and 
truly in survival mode. I must have pulled that hose out and winded it back up a hundred 
times that day and don’t remember feeling tired. At some point in the morning we drove 
past a pack of about twenty kangaroos standing on the edge of the bush. I’ve never seen a 
group of animals look so shocked, exhausted and truly hopeless. We kept on the move 
and worked hard the entire day spraying water wherever we could, racing back to the 
station to fill up our water tank, going around and checking on as many buildings as we 
could, digging and rake hoeing to remove things that were burning close to houses. We 
saw a few houses beginning to catch, one we were ready to save but as soon as we drove 
in we saw a gas bottle on fire so we retreated. We were not risking it exploding it our 
faces. I saw a house fully engulfed in flames but the one directly next to it was completely 
fine so I thought we could try to prevent that one from catching. As we started rolling out 
the hose in preparation, a fire ball exploded out of the window of the engulfed house 
straight into its neighbors and within seconds the entire house was in flames. It was 
unbelievable how quickly it caught. Lots of the poles holding the power lines up had burnt 
so there were power lines laying all over the roads. 
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A positive about fighting a fire in a town I’d just moved to was that I was familiar with where 
everything was in the town and how to get around. A negative was that I knew some of the 
people who owned homes that were being destroyed. There were plenty of wins that day 
but so many losses. There were so many times we would drive down streets and the 
houses would be fine, then drive down the same street a little while later and a few of the 
houses would be completely gone. Houses and sheds all over Mallacoota were burning 
because the ember attack was so vicious. We checked on the sewerage facility we had 
tried to save the day before, not having high hopes for it. If it was destroyed, the entire 
town would have to be evacuated. But to my disbelief, the building was still standing and 
had barely been touched. A giant gumtree that had been standing just above the structure 
had caught fire and split into three huge parts, all missing the building. It was nice to know 
everyone’s hard work the day before had paid off. We drove around to the back of the 
fence line that bordered the bush (where we had been that morning) to see the damage. 
There was one place where a lot of the backyard was alight and one side of the house was 
about to catch, we saved that one. We went back there to find the owners. They were in 
utter disbelief that they still had a home. They came out, thanked us and I got a big hug. It 
was a really nice moment knowing that what I did meant there were plenty of people who 
still had a home.

I think we finished around 8pm that night. I met up with the people I 
was living with and slept in their caravan with them on the wharf. 
Lots of people were doing the same because it still wasn’t 
completely safe to go home. Most of the community had either 
been on the wharf, taken refuge in the community center, on the 
beach or out on the lake in their boats during the day. It was a 
pretty somber night and eerily quiet, there were definitely no New 
Years Eve celebrations.

The fire had made it incredibly dangerous to use the one road in 
and out of Mallacoota so we were completely shut off from the 
outside world for around a month. That meant we had limited food 
and petrol and no power for two weeks. I barely saw the sun for a 
couple of days because the smoke lingered for so long. I had to 
have cold showers every night and couldn’t cook a hot meal so it 
was a real luxury when the power came back on. I also wasn’t 
able to leave for that time which meant I had no way of getting to see any of my loved 
ones for a month. The fire continued to burn through the bush for at least another two 
months. For the next couple of weeks I was working almost twelve hour days. I was out in 
the bush doing lots of asset protection, burn offs and so much clean up. Everyday I was 
surrounded by death and destruction which was depressing. Dead burnt trees, ash for soil, 
family homes wiped out and the death of millions of animals. I didn’t hear the sound of 
birds for quite some time. I saw a lot of injured animals. I caught a few koalas and 
delivered them to the wildlife triage center hoping they could save them.

 I was still running off adrenaline for that whole time. Every person I spoke to who had 
been in the fire industry for a long time said they hadn’t seen anything like what happened 
in Mallacoota for at least thirty years. I worked tirelessly for another three months with no 
debrief of the day and no recognition. I never wanted anything big but I just thought I’d at 
least feel appreciated or recognized for what I did on New Years Eve. I worked with a lot of 
different people in the months after and no one was interested to hear my story. It was 
hard as well not having anyone that I really related to. I tried to discuss the events with 
those I worked with but felt I could not relate to them. Everyone I worked with on New 
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Years Eve had lived in the town for most of their lives. My situation was very different to 
theirs. I had only moved to Mallacoota a month before the fires so the place and the 
people were still new to me. I could not get to my loved ones for a month so had no one 
who knew me well enough to know how to support me. And I’d never dealt with a highly 
traumatic experience so had no coping strategies on how to process everything. 

The only person I that I felt I could relate to was my boss who due to unfortunate 
circumstances could not be in Mallacoota for the season. She was a great support to me. I 
don’t think I would have made it as long as I did in Mallacoota without her, and also without  
the woman I lived with, she was amazing and so incredibly strong. I’ve watched interviews 
of people who have been through trauma and there is a lot I can relate to. But the one 
thing they say is that they have a strong sense of comradery with their team and it really 
helps people get through those tough times knowing there is someone else in the same 
position. To be honest I did not really feel that. It’s hard not to feel alone at times like these 
but I’m sure there are others who were involved in the fires this season who feel the same. 
This whole situation has made me realise how lucky I am to have such an amazing 
supportive family. Even though they weren’t physically there, they really have been there 
by my side since the 31st and it made all the difference in the world. I seriously couldn’t 
have got through it without them. I feel so incredibly guilty for putting myself in highly 
dangerous positions because I would never want to put my family through that torture, but 
I guess at the time I thought I was doing what was right for the community. It is hard to 
believe it was all worth it especially when I got barely a thank you.

I hit some pretty tough times around the end of Feb and am still battling. I’ve felt on edge 
and had lots of anxiety which is something I’ve never had to deal with before. I get 
triggered by random things and go into survival mode. I’ve had trouble sleeping because 
it’s hard to switch off. I’ve learnt a few hard life lessons through this process. I used to be a 
typical young person who thought they were invincible but thats definitely changed now. I 
hope by telling this story it changes the way some people see young women and 
Firefighters. And if there are others experiencing the same thing, I want them to know they 
are not alone. 

Thank you for reading my story.


