Black Saturday
By David Norbury
I have been asked by so many people about the fires that changed our community, place of living and lives forever. We have had an enormous amount support from family, friends and the Western Industry as well as the Australian community. I know people are interested in the events that unfolded on that day now etched in everyone’s mind as “Black Saturday”. Saturday the seventh of February will now be an anniversary similar to that of the Ash Wednesday bushfires that devastated the country back in the 80’s.
I recall days before February 7th that the authorities were warning the coming Saturday would have conditions worse than that of Ash Wednesday. Having lived through Ash Wednesday and knowing how bad it was I didn’t take the warning to seriously as I thought to myself how could conditions possibly be worse than Ash Wednesday.
The time is 7 am Saturday the 7th February and I was up and about putting the horses out thinking to myself that even though it was already over 30 ° there was no wind at it just seemed a great start to the day. My first lesson was at 8.30 am and Sarah was coming to have  her first lesson with me, I didn’t realise at the time that for the next two weeks I would be wondering if she was still alive, knowing where she lived I was certain she would not have survived, thankfully I found out later she was ok. This was not always the case however as we continued for the next few days finding out who survived  and who didn’t and as blunt as that may sound that was the reality we were now faced with.
It was around 11 am when the first signs of smoke were visible and the wind had picked up considerably however it wasn’t all that concerning as we have lived through many fires up here. It was only two years ago that we had to evacuate because our mountain was on fire but that time we had no wind to fan it along and were able to bring our kids and horses back after a few days. 
I came in for lunch around 12.30 and remembered my wife karyn telling me to look out the window, our blue sky had been replaced by smoke, the alarm bells were starting to ring. It wasn’t long after this that karyn was called out to the Kinglake West  fire brigade where she is now Captain, the situation was becoming serious. After karyn had been gone for about two hours my neighbours wife came over and told me her husband who is also in the Fire Brigade had come home to tell her to get everything together and come over to our place because it would be safer as their house backs right onto the forest, she told us how she had never seen her husband so visibly shaken as he knew what was possibly going to happen if the wind changed.
The time now was around 4.00 pm and we had just sent one of Courtney’s friends home with her mother as the situation was becoming more concerning.  When they arrived home in Whittlesea which is at the base of the mountain the mother rang to say they only just made it out and that where she was now standing she could see the flames coming up the side of the mountain. With this I felt my heart sink and almost immediately at the end of the call Karyn arrived home with the fire truck and crew yelling at me to clear everything that was to close to the house as the fire was on its way up the mountain. As we did this she and her crew kept moving to as many houses as they could trying to warn people. After we had the house all clear we went up to the stables and waited, it wasn’t to long before we saw the most frightening event in our lives
The time now was about 5.00pm and we all heard this enormous roar coming from the South so of course our attention was focused in that direction and to our horror we saw a wall of smoke approaching and with this I yelled to my kids and neighbour to run, we only had to run 60 metres to the house and by the time we were inside you couldn’t see a thing so I grabbed our torch and turned it on to find a stream of light coming from the torch, the house had filled with smoke within seconds. Outside was just smoke, embers and gale force winds we now in a life or death situation. I had my two girls the neighbour and her eleven year old son with me and they were all crying with fear, I thought my heart was going to jump out of my chest, all we could do was huddle together  as there was nothing we could do but wait and pray. All the time this was going on I couldn’t have realised how many people had already perished
After the fire front had passed we went outside to find fire everywhere. I went to the front of my house to find that across the road the forest was on fire, my neighbours house backs right on to the forest. The trees are around 30metres high and we have the same trees backing on to our property as well but our house is further back however my indoor arena and hay shed are very close. The flames coming from the trees across the road were probably as high as the trees themselves and by this time my neighbour was terribly upset as we thought their house was on fire, it was to dangerous to go over, as it turned out the flames melted the down pipes and destroyed their fencing as well as one shed but the house survived.
After I had sent the girls over to a safer property I continued for the next three hours walking our property, I continually hosed the house down with my water truck that is fitted with a fire pump. The smoke was intense and breathing was difficult so I wrapped a wet towel around my face for the entire time. I had seen people from other fires on the television doing this never thinking I would ever be in the same position one day. As I walked the property I remember looking down my road and seeing both sides of it on fire I was transfixed on what I was seeing and found myself unable to move for a moment trying to comprehend what I was seeing as I thought I was in some kind of dream and would soon wake up. Further down from our house the bush becomes thick so I knew our neighbours were in serious trouble only to realise the next day to what extent.
The time is 4.30 am Sunday the eighth of February, the day after, we were all very tired and we’ve had our fourth visit from the CFA as our bush behind our arena is still burning, the CFA decided earlier that night to let it continue to burn as it was burning slowly and even though it was slowly heading towards the arena and hay shed it was clearing all the fuel on the ground and this would be good in case the winds started again. I new all the members on the truck as they were all part of karyn’s crew, after they checked the fire they all laid in my paddock to catch some sleep. The woman that stayed on watch that morning while the others slept was telling me how her house had burnt down and the fact she was out fighting fires saved her life, we found out later twenty one of her neighbours perished in the inferno that torn through her street. I find a chill passes through me as I sit here typing knowing how these people were found, families found huddled together, our hearts break for them and their beautiful children.
It’s now around 10.00 am Sunday morning and we have been out checking on our neighbours and trying to take in what we are seeing. The houses in our street are still smouldering and we go and check on our friend Grant and Stacey who lost their house overnight. The house was two years old and they put their heart and soul into building it only now to see the roof lying on the ground still smouldering as were their stables and arena. 
After seeing Grants house he said we should check on his neighbours as their house also burnt to the ground. I remember Grant saying to me as we approached their house he hoped to see no cars in the driveway however there were three and as we approached them I had this terrible sensation come over me as to what lay ahead. As we neared the cars we could see the alloy wheels and engine components were now lying in a solid pool of melted alloy such was the intensity of the heat, we found no bodies so we searched through what was left of their house only to find their dog in a room that had perished during the fire. As we continued our search realised we could be seeing them in the ashes but wouldn’t recognise them, this was so often the case where entire families couldn’t be found because the heat was so intense there were no remains. As it turned out we found Grants neighbours later that week.

Grant was telling us that he and his wife Stacey fled the house separately, she ended up at Yea and he left a little later and headed toward Kinglake not knowing he was heading into extreme danger. As he travelled toward Kinglake the smoke and flames were unbearable, the heat was so intense that his side mirror was on his vehicle was melting and almost at the same time as this was happening another car was coming in the other direction but on his side of the road. The smoke was intense and a tree had fallen on the road so the other driver not seeing Grant avoided the tree by driving on the other side of the road only to have a head on collision with Grant. The driver and passenger in the other car had both broken their ankles so Grant dragged both men into a clearing that was not burning only to see both their vehicles ignite and burn to the ground. Had either Grant or the other people been trapped in their cars or reached their destination they would have perished. 
Its now midday on Sunday and we are heading back to our house as we turn into our street we see friends of ours and stop to see how they are only to be told the her sister, husband and one of their two children had not survived and the other daughter was in hospital with severe burns and as I write this article I find out the young girl has only now been released from hospital six months on. She now has to deal with the loss of her family and the ongoing treatment for her burns, this young girl is only 12 years old.
As we were talking about what had happened I saw another neighbour speeding toward us in her car, when she stopped she was yelling that the fire had started again and her shed’s were on fire and with that we all jumped in our cars and headed to her house and began bucketing water to the sheds. As we controlled the fire we began to have a laugh because everyone was soaked because we had to get the water out of a spa bath and relay it to the fire using a human chain, for every bucket we hauled we figured we lost half on each journey but we got the job done. Its was a distraction for our friend who had lost her sister but I do remember her having a laugh as well and thinking how brave she was knowing what she was having to deal with.
The neighbours who’s shed we put out earlier in the day came over days after and we got talking about the people we had lost in our community and the father said to me that his son had lost eleven of his class mates from our local primary school  the same school  my children attended before high school  and he was wondering how his nine year old son could ever deal with this.
These stories are what my family have gone through, they range from my girls unaware   if there mother was alive or not, they both talk about how they thought they were going to die in the house and of the friends and teachers they lost. No parent wants their children to experience this type of trauma and we were the lucky ones. Our thoughts are with all our friends, neighbours and fellow competitors in the Western industry that have lost their homes and loved ones.



