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PRAISE FOR THE TALL MAN


‘A sad, beautiful, frightening account of one man’s pointless death . . . Every character is explored for their contradictions, every situation observed for its nuances, every easy judgement suspended . . . Hooper finds the common humanity in the accused and the accuser, the police officer and the street drinker, the living and the dead.’


Mark Dapin, GOOD WEEKEND, SYDNEY MORNING HERALD


‘A brilliant vignette in which one appalling incident illuminates a saga of social breakdown.’


Sara Wheeler, THE TIMES


‘Masterful . . . A kind of moral thriller about power, wretchedness and violence.’


Philip Roth


‘The country’s finest work of literature so far this century. A haunting moral maze, described with such intimate observation and exquisite restraint that I kept pausing to take a breath and silently cheer the author . . . An Australian classic.’


Robert Drewe, THE AGE


‘Like Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood . . . this gracefully nuanced book is about . . . the nature of death itself.’


Duncan Campbell, THE GUARDIAN


‘Hooper does write with almost indecent felicity . . . with the mathematical rigour of a thriller-writer.’


Aileen Reid, SUNDAY TELEGRAPH


‘A real life Heart of Darkness in the Australian badlands.’


TIME OUT, Sydney


‘[Hooper] finds a muscular music even when confronting sordid truths.’


THE NEW YORKER


‘Important, brilliant, perceptive . . . marvellous.’


Phillip Knightley, LITERARY REVIEW


‘Extraordinary.’


Alison McCulloch, NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW


‘An adrenaline rush to the heart.’


THE OPRAH MAGAZINE


‘[Chloe Hooper] is the antipodean Joan Didion, the Truman Capote of our times.’


Alice Nelson, THE WEST AUSTRALIAN


‘Her spare but polished narrative, through understatement and detail, gathers force like a river after rain.’


Andrew Rule, THE SUNDAY AGE


‘Observant, acute and compassionate . . . [Hooper] favours nuance over cliché, context over judgement.’
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Part I


the detectives




Picture a fairytale’s engraving. Straight black trees stretching in perfect symmetry to their vanishing point, the ground covered in thick white snow. Woods are dangerous places in such stories, things are not as they seem. Here, too, in this timber plantation, menace lingers. The blackened trees smoulder. Smoke creeps around their charcoal trunks and charred leaves. The snow, stained pale grey, is ash. Place your foot unwisely and it might slip through and burn. These woods are cordoned off with crime scene tape and guarded by uniformed police officers.


At the intersection of two nondescript roads, Detective Sergeant Adam Henry sits in his car taking in a puzzle. On one side of Glendonald Road, the timber plantation is untouched: pristine Pinus radiata, all sown at the same time, growing in immaculate green lines. On the other side, near where the road forms a T with a track named Jellef’s Outlet, stand rows of Eucalyptus globulus, the common blue gum cultivated the world over to make printer paper. All torched, as far as the eye can see. On Saturday 7 February 2009, around 1.30 pm, a fire started somewhere near here and now, late on Sunday afternoon, it is still burning several kilometres away.


Detective Henry has a new baby, his first, a week out of hospital. The night before, he had been called back from paternity leave for a 6 am meeting. Everyone in the Victoria Police Arson and Explosives Squad was called back. The past several days had been implausibly hot, with Saturday the endgame – mid-forties Celsius, culminating in a killer hundred-kmh northerly wind. That afternoon and throughout the night, firestorms ravaged areas to the state’s north, north-west, north-east, south-east and south-west. Henry was sent two hours east of Melbourne to supervise the investigation of this fire that started four kilometres from the town of Churchill (pop. 4000). An investigation named, for obvious reasons, Operation Winston.


Through the smoke, and in the added haze of the sleep-deprived, he drove with a colleague along the M1 to the Latrobe Valley. On the radio, the death toll was rising – fifty people, then a hundred. Whole towns, it was reported, had burned to the ground. The officers hit the first roadblock an hour out of the city. The dense forest of the Bunyip State Park was on fire, and the traffic police ushered them past onto a ghost freeway. For the next hour they might have been the only car on the usually manic road.


Outside, a string of towns nestled in the rolling green farms of Gippsland, and then it changed to coal country. Latticed electricity pylons multiplied closer to their source, their wires forming waves over the hills.


Turning a corner beyond Moe, Henry saw the cooling towers and cumulus vapours of the first power station, then, round the next bend, a valley ruled by the eight colossal chimneystacks of another station called Hazelwood. A vast open-cut coalmine abutted the highway. Layers of sloping roads descended deep into a brown core – the carbon remnants of a 30-million-year-old swamp – where dredgers, shrunk by a trick of the eye to Matchbox versions, relentlessly gouged the earth.


He turned off to Churchill, a few kilometres south of the highway. The town, built in the late 1960s as a dormitory suburb for electricity workers, had wide streets and a slender, anodised statue rising thirty metres out of the ground. It was the sole public monument, commemorating the great man of Empire in the form of a stylised golden cigar.


The detective didn’t stop. He could see smoke above the blackened hills circling the town and wanted to get to the fire’s suspected area of origin before it was disturbed. If this was a case of arson, the police needed to prove the connection between the point of ignition and the victims, some of whom were likely to be kilometres away in places still too dangerous to access.


Passing the final roadblock, Henry parked and sat looking at the Nordic dreamscape on one side of the road, and the blackness on the other – the axis where the world had tilted.


Out of the car, it was eerily quiet. No birds cried, no insects thrummed their white noise. The air was cool, pungent with eucalyptus smoke. A not unpleasant smell. On the other side of the police tape, Henry saw the police arson chemist.


George Xydias had slightly hunched shoulders and a slant to his neck as if from his many years looking for clues in ashes and rubble. He had investigated accidental fires and deliberate fires; explosions in cars, boats, trucks, planes; and, after the terrorist attacks of 2002, nightclubs in Bali. He had been to so many scorched crime scenes he could smell what type of vegetation or building material had just been incinerated, and even – to the irritation of those in his laboratory, exposed by his meticulous ways – the percentage of evaporated fuel sometimes left behind.


Wearing disposable white suits, Xydias and his assistant were talking with Ross Pridgeon, a bespectacled, shy, dryly humorous man with a mop of shaggy brown hair. Pridgeon, a local wildfire investigator from the Department of Sustainability and Environment, had been the first to examine the scene that morning. Amongst the precise rows of smouldering blue gums, he’d found signs of two deliberately lit fires, a hundred metres apart on either side of Jellef’s Outlet.


Pridgeon showed the assembled police team how he’d traced his way to the place where the two fires joined. Three hundred metres along the outlet, flames had crossed from the east side to the west, high up, flashing in the tops of the trees. This was where a head fire – one of the two burgeoning fire fronts – had come surging through. The eucalypt crowns had been stripped out and the remaining blackened leaves appeared stiff, snap-dried, arrowing in the direction of Saturday’s wind. The gum leaves, pliable up to a certain temperature, were like thousands of fingers pointing the way the fire had gone: a sign to the investigators that if they entered the fire zone here and moved back in the opposite direction, they might come to where it started.


The ash-covered ground crunched underfoot. Henry trod carefully to minimise disturbing what could be evidence. He was thirty-six years old, handsome, with an athlete’s build and sinewy walk. He’d been selected to play football professionally but a bad injury changed his course. Later, as a detective in the transit unit, dealing with rapes and assaults on public transport, he’d one day been called to a train station that someone had set alight. Standing in the seared crime scene, Henry was impressed that the Arson Squad uncovered a chain of logic in the ash. He applied for a transfer and spent the next few years learning what fire could do, and what answers might be found in its ruins.


This blaze had been so intense the aftermath was like stepping into a textbook on wildfire investigation. Heat was rising off the burnt trees and smoke hung low around the boughs. Henry and the others navigated their way through this smoke, following the subtlest of signs.


Fire is a strange craftsman. It can bevel branches, blunting the wood on the origin side and tapering the back as it advances; it can ‘crocodile’ a tree’s bough, leaving charcoal scales on the point of impact. White ash is the hallmark of complete combustion, and objects directly hit may appear lighter; a fence the men came upon had more of this pale soot on one side, and they moved further that way. Rocks and larger tree limbs often shield finer fuels, such as twigs: where the latter were unburnt, the men knew to move in the opposite direction. They looked for how deeply the timber was charred, and also at the angle of char, another sign of which way the fire had travelled – the scorch pattern on a tree trunk facing the fire’s origin was low, whereas there was a steep angle to the burn mark on the sides and back of the trunk as the flames leapt forward.


Now the investigators started walking sideways across the path of the head fire until they found indications of the fire’s flank. On the periphery of the blaze, trees were not as badly burnt: fuels that the fire’s centre would have destroyed were sometimes barely touched. The men crossed back again and found the fire’s other flank. Zigzagging back and forth, narrowing in slowly, they followed a natural V-shape to its point and came to what is known as the area of confidence. Here, paradoxically, the signs were more bewildering. The leaves did not all angle in the same direction: in its coiling infancy, the fire hadn’t yet established its course. The damage was closer to the ground. Objects had burned in jagged ways. Somewhere very near here the fire had begun.


Beyond this area were clear signs of the backing fire, or heel fire, where the fledgling flames had reared back, trying to spread until corralled by the wind. Signs of burning were less powerful: fine fuels still remained, and the angle of char was even and level. The investigators started putting flags up to mark the outline of where it seemed the fire had been lit.


Some 26 000 hectares of plantation, state forest and private property had been burnt and yet, after an hour studying and photographing the evidence, the men could tighten their flags into an area of eight square metres, four metres inside the plantation. There was no sign of an incendiary device – sometimes investigators would find the remnants of DIY contraptions made with mosquito coils or party sparklers attached to weights – but in the explosive conditions of the day before, all the arsonist would have needed was a lighter. One flick of the finger and the spark wheel releases terror.


Then again. The second fire had started only a short walk from the first.


A local police officer had found Ross Pridgeon earlier in the day and told him the initial crew attending the blaze had seen two parallel fires burning. Pridgeon led Henry and the other investigators to an area on the western side of Jellef’s Outlet, also a few metres in from Glendonald Road. Here too they identified the head fire then crisscrossed the flanks, marking the periphery, working backwards to the area of origin.


This second fire appeared to have started just behind a sign reading PROHIBITION AGAINST DUMPING, regarded locally as an invitation to unload rubbish. There were three bicycles, or the twisted remains of their frames, alongside the burnt debris of old tyres and other car junk, televisions, mattresses, couches, a pram, children’s toys – the domestic excess of people unwilling or unable to pay fees at a tip.


None of it was the kind of rubbish that could self-ignite. The investigators looked for signs of glass bottles, which, like a magnifying glass in the hot sun, might kindle dry grass – there were none. There were no junk food containers, or porn, or aerosol cans left by kids chroming – sometimes after getting high they messed around with matches in the woods. There had been no lightning strikes, no heavy machinery nearby; no powerlines were down, and no one would have camped here.


Could an ember from the first fire have created the second? Xydias believed that such ‘spotting’ was virtually impossible within the first fifteen or twenty minutes of ignition. An ember would have had to travel backwards into blasting wind, then sideways, to light up the other area. The evidence suggested that two high-intensity head fires had moved rapidly south-east, fan-forced by the hot, strong north-westerly. They’d been separately lit, in conditions ideal for a monster blaze.


Twelve years of drought had turned the logs in the plantation’s undergrowth, the leaf litter, even the organic matter in the soil, into fuel. The arsonist had had no need to set kindling amongst the blue gums. Each tree had made its own pyre. Every summer they dropped their bark and branches and leaves, and each year without fire the piles grew higher, and they released toxins to ward off new growth that would compromise their fuel beds. No plant on the planet craves fire like the eucalypt: to live it needs to burn. ‘Gasoline trees’, the Americans call the globulus. Flames release gases that act like propellant, sending fireballs rolling across treetops. The shedding ribbon bark unfurls streamers of fire that travel kilometres on the wind.


Indigenous Australians managed this pyrophile ecology to their own advantage. Among European settlers it created a sub-community of destructive fire-setters. For generations this had been a kind of open secret. In many country towns there was someone who seemed to go on a spree each summer, just as the north winds blew in from the Central Desert. Only relatively recently had the Latrobe Valley been declared a ‘hot zone’, due to the high rate of deliberately lit fires. Here, it was as if this preference for flames was as much in the DNA of certain locals as it was in the plants.


Ross Pridgeon had also spent much of his previous weekend chasing the work of an arsonist. For two days, detectives and fire investigators had arrived at a series of blazes half an hour after the fire-lighter. Pridgeon would get to one and receive a pager message about the next. The temperature hit forty-five degrees. Soon eight fires had been lit on the outskirts of bushland around the area of Delburn, twenty kilometres west of Churchill. Three of the blazes joined together to make a major fire, destroying forty-four houses and burning 6500 hectares of mainly state forest.


With horror conditions forecast for 7 February, HVP – the timber company that owned this stretch of industrial forest – had their officers patrolling the area, and the police had been surveilling the worst of the region’s known firebugs. Despite this, Pridgeon and Xydias were once again taking crime scene photographs of leaf freeze and char patterns. They were checking the ground for, say, the buried head of a matchstick poking from the ash. The fire scientists weren’t about to speculate on who had lit this fire. When they turned up to a job, they didn’t want to know the local rumours about Firebug X or Y. Nothing but the uncannily expressive evidence concerned them.


Henry’s job, however, was just beginning. It is estimated that only one per cent of bushfire arsonists are ever caught. As he got closer to the site of the first flame, it felt like he moved further away. The sudden chaos of the indicators is why the area of confidence is also called the area of confusion. Here, at the site of the first moments of ignition, the evidence reveals the morphing power of what is to come.


In the next half-hour, Henry would drive with Xydias a kilometre up Glendonald Road and, in the rubble that had been a house, find the burnt remains of two brothers. For I have eaten ashes like bread, and mingled my drink with weeping. Psalm 102 was something else the Marist Brothers hadn’t managed to teach him. He would organise for a police guard to stay on site until the rest of the specialist forensic team arrived on Monday morning. Right now, although it wouldn’t get dark for another couple of hours, it was too perilous to drive much further into the wreckage. Roads were still lined with burning trees, their branches waiting to fall.


Instead, Henry planned to check in at the region’s police headquarters, ten minutes away in Morwell, and after that, crash for the night at the local motel. He would live here for the next few months. Little plastic-wrapped soaps, long-life milk in the bar fridge, a photo of his new daughter on his phone – the world made miniature, ordered and secure.


A century ago, Henry Lawson wrote that arson expresses a malice ‘terrifying to those who have seen what it is capable of. You never know when you are safe.’


As the scientists inspected the ground for signs of whatever the arsonist had used to start the fire, Adam Henry stood in the area of confusion and wondered, Why? He’d been trained to think of motivation first – why, then who. So, was this a vendetta? Was it random? Did the arsonist live nearby? Or did someone whom the arsonist was targeting? Was it an act of revenge? Why the plantation? Plenty of environmentalists had protested the slow death of the forest; the privatisation of the Strzelecki Ranges had seen much of what remained of the old-growth mountain ash and blackwood cleared for monocultures of pine and blue gum. Was it for the thrill, the power? Was it psychosis?


Surely whoever did this had known that on such a day a blaze would likely cremate everything in sight? Or was knowing this the reason?


The scientists were not the kind to anthropomorphise. And yet they did. ‘Flank’, ‘head’, ‘back’ or ‘rear’, ‘fingers of flame’, ‘tongue’, ‘tail’: despite themselves they described a beast. The low-hanging smoke drifted around the burnt trees. A sprite may as well have visited the forest and left one tiny spark, one curling lick of flame that begat this monster, which grew a tongue, a head, flanks and claw-like fingers, and stretched for mile after mile, taking whatever it wanted.


Who, and why?




The patient had been in a coma for twelve days. Strange dreams were all he could remember. He dreamt he was in a red room, then a green room, and when, finally, he woke, the walls were orange. There was flame even in the paint colour and he knew without being told that his wife was dead. He checked his hands and was surprised to find that his fingers – put back together now, bandaged – had been saved.


His children sat next to his bed, while a young police officer had positioned his chair further away, towards the back of the hospital room. All of them were waiting to hear what had happened.


Detective Senior Constable Paul Bertoncello had visited before. The first time, Rodney Leatham had been wearing an oxygen mask and couldn’t speak. He had burns to 40 per cent of his body and was covered in layers of dressings. The detective had cautiously touched a bandaged hand. He’d been a police officer for nearly ten years, but no grave situation ever felt like preparation for the next. Rodney was crying, nodding, communicating with his eyes. He was two weeks behind everybody else: already, even by the tiniest increments, people were adapting to the reality of the fire, but he was still right at the beginning.


‘I know it’s hard,’ the detective found himself saying, ‘but I’ll need to come back and talk a bit.’


Again and again, he bypassed the foyer’s balloons and flowers, and took the elevator to the burns unit. On the ward there were nineteen people who’d survived the fires. They had submerged themselves in any liquid they could find, in dams or livestock troughs, which saved their lives but left many of their burns infected.


When Rodney could speak, Bertoncello told him that while he’d probably never have to stand up in court, the police would need a statement. Rodney agreed to give one, but only at the same time he told his kids.


‘Are you sure you want me there for that?’ Bertoncello asked. He felt less an intruder than a torturer.


‘I’m only saying it once,’ Rodney replied.


On the day of the statement, grief was in the air like a chemical element; it was difficult to breathe or swallow. Rodney’s children sat beside him, and Bertoncello turned on his tape recorder and tried to disappear into the wall.


He already knew the shape of the story:


Leatham, a carpenter, is working on his house in Morwell when he sees smoke rising, an unlikely skyscraper, over Churchill, ten kilometres away. He worries it is heading towards the tiny hill community of Callignee (pop. 367), where his daughter lives on a bush block with her partner and small children. Rodney and his wife, Annette, drive over to assist in case there are spot fires. Annette is a frail woman with an autoimmune disease. She stays inside helping her daughter, while outside her husband and son-in-law connect a generator Rodney has brought, should they lose power. Then the two men fill buckets and containers with water.


Throughout the afternoon, the family listen to the radio and check the websites of the Country Fire Authority and the Department of Sustainability and Environment. There are now blazes all around the state, although no specific warnings are issued for their area. Outside it is growing dark. Smoke blocks the sun and the sky glows red. They lose power: the lights and radio go off, the phone and internet stop working. Rodney and his son-in-law believe that if the wind changes, the long thin fire will turn like a snake and bypass their property. They’ve prepared for fire to come their way while believing it won’t. But in many minds, staying to defend your house is the Australian test of grit: it’s proof that you deserve to be living in the bush in the first place. Holding their nerve, they decide to make dinner.


In the background they can hear the blaze, constant like an ocean. Surrounded by steep gullies, they can’t see flames. They can’t tell where this fire is, until suddenly it feels very close. The family debate whether to stay or go, stay or go, and then it is clear they have only moments to leave.


Leatham’s daughter and son-in-law drive away first in separate cars. But a beast has found them: at the end of the driveway, a spot fire ignites in the next paddock. Then, all at once, burning debris – not just airborne embers but flaming branches – falls everywhere, along with fat drops of black rain. This fire is now creating its own weather system. His daughter is driving underneath a pyrocumulus, a massive grey fire cloud that’s formed over the smoke plume. Hot air has risen in a convection column, and as the cloud grows heavy it rains – pointless, ironic drops.


Black splodges of liquid soot fall over the windscreen, the wipers now cutting up the view of fire everywhere. Native animals come down the road, fleeing a burning fauna reserve. In the first car, Leatham’s son-in-law hits a kangaroo, then his daughter hits it too. In the chaos, she realises her parents aren’t behind her and flashes her headlights. Her partner thinks she is telling him to drive faster. At the top of a hill she stops, debating whether to return to her parents, or go on towards her children. She steers away from the fire . . .


Now, in this room full of medical equipment, Rodney is telling them what happened at the house. He jumps from past to present tense, as if he’s still living each moment. His children ask no questions. They cry as he describes going to disconnect his generator, he and their mother getting into the ute, finding they’re surrounded by flames – Bertoncello’s tape recorder stops working and he starts transcribing Leatham’s words into his notebook as fast as he can:




This is where everything turned into milliseconds. Everything is slow. Less than half a minute, a quarter of a minute and red-hot bullets are falling, cinders landing everywhere. I backed away from the house to get around a retaining wall, and there was a massive grass fire in front of me . . . The heat and wind were astronomical. I backed down to the grass and had to drive through another fast, furious grass fire. Red fire bullets were everywhere, hitting the car, falling all around.


I was trying to locate the driveway, to get back onto it. I could hardly see out of the windscreen, soot, ash and shit were all over the ute. I had to stop. I had to slow to a stop. I think the ute stalled, I don’t know. It is all in milliseconds.


In a millisecond, I decided I’d back into the dam: that might be okay . . . The fire . . . the fire was coming over the hill. In the next millisecond, no sooner had the ute stopped, Annette tells me, ‘Let’s run to the house.’ She opens the door. There’s no time to say yes or no. It’s just what we’re doing.


She turned out of the car, out of the passenger door and fell over. I heard her cry out. I got out, ran around the car and she was virtually on fire. I tried to drag her. She was in flames. I was putting my hands in flames, but I couldn’t hold on. It was so hot. I couldn’t do anything. I looked around. Shrubs were like glow bombs on fire. I wanted to help her . . . there was nothing I could do.


I knew I had to move, to run to the house. The flames were head height from the ground. I don’t know how I got there . . . I sat in a child’s plastic sandpit shell filled with water, and cursed everything under the sun.




Bertoncello wrote this down through tears. He’d seen the aerial photographs of the crime scene. The house had somehow remained untouched. It stood there ringed with burnt earth, the ute sunk in post-nuclear ash. Nearby was the dam, from the sky a pockmark, to which Rodney had run from the plastic sandpit and submerged himself. Lying low, in a grief-filled hallucination, he’d seen the eucalypts:




glowing like Christmas trees, like somebody had put a massive amount of fairy lights over trees 30 metres tall.


I don’t know what happened to the ute. I don’t know if it stalled or not. All I could do was have plans . . . plan A to plan Z, and if one fails you go to the next one. Plan A – gone. Plan B – gone. Plan C – get Annette . . . She was on fire. I was on fire. Next plan . . . all of this in milliseconds.




Later, much later, the detective will handle the statements of over six hundred witnesses and slowly piece together their stories. Just after 1.30 pm on that Saturday, a group of volunteer firefighters were standing outside the Churchill fire station, smoking and yarning in the searing dry heat. In a place where there wasn’t a lot to do, the building was as much a social club as a fire station, and some members had been waiting all morning, conscious they could be needed.


Everyone had heard the endless dire weather predictions (‘Don’t go out . . . don’t travel . . . stay at home,’ the premier, John Brumby, had warned.) Then, through the shimmering streets, a woman drove up in a white SUV, kids strapped in the back, and pointed to a column of black smoke rising in the hills behind them.


Just moments before, the crew had been looking at that same innocuous spot, bitching about the thought-cancelling temperature as sweat gathered under their heavy uniforms. They might have been standing in a dream – barely peopled, with those making cameo appearances moving slowly in the oven-like air – and here was the moment it turned to a nightmare, with the smoke rising ever darker, higher. This was the fire everyone had half expected. The fire they’d felt coming towards them all day.


The volunteers hurried onto the only available engine – a pumper, designed for urban firefighting – and roared towards the billowing smoke. It was the colour of a car tyre burning – the plume normally seen on a blaze that had been raging for hours, not a couple of minutes. As they reached the intersection of Glendonald Road and Jellef’s Outlet, they realised there were two separate fires in the eucalypt plantation. Newborn furies, mewling and thrashing through the trees on either side of the outlet. Those on the pumper immediately had their suspicions about how these giant twins had come to life. The fire was slightly less advanced on the right-hand side, but on the left it was crowning, surging through the canopies of thirty-metre-high gum trees, propelled by the parched timber and limitless supply of eucalypt oil.


‘The flames were lying down,’ a crew member later told police, ‘because the wind was howling through’ – horizontal yellow and red flames, so fierce they looked to be rolling up the hillside. In these low mountain ranges, for every ten degrees that the slope increased, the fire doubled its speed, preheating the fuels above, causing the flames to lick faster at leaves and branches.


Even within the truck, the volunteers could feel the radiant heat coming off the blaze. None of them had ever seen a wildfire build so quickly. It was already impossible to make out the depth to which it had blasted into the plantation. They were skirting the fire’s flank and they knew it was too big for any single engine to fight.


Instead they drove along the winding, semi-rural Glendonald Road, in an area known as Hazelwood North, sounding the sirens and air horns to warn people to evacuate.


The Country Fire Authority captain radioed in, asking what the situation was. A volunteer lieutenant, watching the fire approaching in the engine’s side mirror, told him, ‘You know that four-letter word we can’t use over the radio?’


It was ‘SHIT’, an acronym for ‘Send Help! It’s Terrible’. The lieutenant called for aircraft support and twenty fire engines. Soon a CFA helicopter started dropping water from the sky.


The fire rushed south-east and its speed created a narrow fire front, but over the afternoon the flanks grew to a length of fifteen kilometres. Firefighters concentrated on these walls of flames, water-bombing them, bulldozing in firebreaks, siphoning dam water and hosing it onto the blazes left after the free-burning front had moved through.


At around 6 pm that Saturday, the wind changed direction. This, Detective Bertoncello was to learn, was the pattern with all the most devastating Australian fires: the exsiccating north-westerly collided with a south-westerly buster gusting up to seventy kilometres an hour. The cold front fed the fire a new store of oxygen as it struck the blaze on its eastern side, turning this flank into a vast front, accelerating in tandem with the mountainous terrain. Sending burning firebrands kilometres ahead, the fire front charged north-east towards the tiny townships of Koornalla, Callignee, Callignee North and Callignee South.


The Heartbreak Hills, locals once called this steep, poor country. The south-eastern corner of the Strzeleckis was opened up to European settlement at the end of the nineteenth century. Within years of a great forest coming down, many settlers had retreated from wet and sunless winters, rabbits, weeds, and pitiful roads far from any markets. Around these collapsed communities a version of the bush grew back, and now the fire, enlivened by shearing, twisting, whirling winds, swept deep into the hills towards these reduced places. Later, Detective Bertoncello would meet tree-changers who’d lived here, but more often people who had been skint for generations, and for whom, as they struggled to feed their children, an insurance policy was no priority.


Earlier, at 1.45 pm, the CFA’s regional incident control centre had issued an urgent warning about an impending wind change, but there were disastrous problems with communication. Fifty tankers were using just one fire ground channel and one command channel. These channels had jammed from being inundated with calls, or there was static from the smoke. Radios and mobile phones had poor coverage in the hill country, delaying for hours messages sent by the paging system or SMS. Vital information did not pass up or down the chain of command. Those at the top didn’t know where fire engines had been deployed. Most brigades also had no idea about the timing or consequences of the wind change, and the public warnings issued to many of the communities directly in the fire’s path were inadequate. People had to rely on television or radio bulletins that were hours old, not realising that an inferno was tearing their way.


This is how those in the Churchill fire’s path described it to the Arson Squad detectives: ‘We all heard a noise start, and it was getting louder. It was like a jet engine. I’d never heard a noise like it, and then the penny dropped – it was the fire coming’; ‘We couldn’t see it but we could hear a sound like continuous thunder’; ‘a God-awful roar, deafening’; ‘like a 747 plane sitting on a tarmac revving its engines’; ‘like seven jumbos landing on the roof’; ‘like seventeen freight trains’; ‘this massive constant roar’; ‘the noise still haunts me. It got louder and louder and it became ear-splitting.’


‘It was like someone flicked a switch.’ Within moments, ‘the wind changed direction and it was just wild roaring’; ‘it was a hurricane coming through. Trees were losing branches, and they were crashing to the ground.’ Flocks of birds tore out, and wallabies and kangaroos fled the fire’s path. ‘As the front approached, everything started to shake . . . I was picked up off my feet and went about a metre and a half in the air.’


Soon ‘you couldn’t open your eyes properly, because of the smoke and ash’; ‘It got dark so fucking quickly it wasn’t funny’; ‘daylight, dark . . . boom’; ‘darker than night’; ‘at one point, I was only about fifty metres from the house, putting out a spot fire, and I could not see where the house was’; ‘the sky was black’; ‘and then, as the main fire front neared, it started getting lighter again, the colours started changing and it went from dusky yellow to a reddish colour’; ‘when the fire front actually arrived it was almost like a sunrise. The whole western sky, as far as one could see, was aflame.’


‘We were in an elevated area and could see over the tree tops, the flames just coming’; ‘moving very fast like someone had poured petrol on the ground’; ‘Within twenty or thirty seconds everything was just exploding all around us’; ‘It felt like it was raining fire’; ‘red snow’; ‘fine embers were blown by the wind everywhere like snowflakes’; ‘little sparks falling on my skin’.
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