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BACKGROUND 

Residents around Australia were shocked and saddened by the Black Saturday bushfires on February 

7, 2009 which resulted in Australia's highest ever loss of life from a bushfire with 173 people killed and 

414 injured. 

As many as 400 individual fires were recorded on 7 February. One fire started near the Coliban River, 

8km south west of Redesdale. It burned quickly during the afternoon and moved through the localities 

of Barfold, Glenhope and Sidonia. 

The full extent of the area burned was just less than 10,000 hectares, with about 40 percent in Mount 

Alexander Shire, 30 percent in Mitchell Shire, 25 percent in Macedon Ranges Shire and five per cent in 

City of Greater Bendigo. Most of the area burned was grazing pasture and at least 700km of fencing 

was destroyed. Around twenty dwellings were lost across the region, of which 14 were primary 

residences. At least 40 sheds and outbuildings were lost as well as significant amounts of farming 

equipment. Kennedy's Bridge (which was on a school bus route) was also destroyed. 

Many farmers suffered significant losses (stock, pasture, fodder, fences, farming equipment and sheds) 

that impacted on their ability to operate. Approximately 800 sheep and 200 cattle were lost in the fires. 

One olive grove and processing plant and one winery were both badly damaged with trees, vines and 

equipment destroyed. Another olive grove and winery were less severely damaged in the blaze. 

Across the entire region the fires impacted upon the number of local and interstate visitors to the 

region, as well as general trade in Redesdale. 

After nearly a decade of drought in Redesdale, the bushfires exacerbated the pressures of rural and 

agricultural livelihoods and residents reported significant strain on their emotional resources.   

Mount Alexander Shire was appointed the lead agency for the recovery across the fire area.   The 

State government allocated “memorial” funds to the communities who were affected by the Coliban 

River fire.  This report details the process and outcomes from 3 community meetings that were held to 

discuss the use of these funds.   Special thanks needs to go to community representatives Elaine 

Murphy and Briony Barker for their commitment to this project and their attendance at every 

community meeting. 
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PROCESS 

Aims 
� To facilitate community discussions about the meaning, symbolism, structure and placement of a 

“memorial” 

� To focus discussions on the February 7th 2011 fire that began near the Coliban River and threatened 

the communities of Barfold, Glenhope, Siddonia and Redesdale. 

� To present outcomes to the community and local government.   

�  Where appropriate community information will inform professional briefs for the creation of the 

“memorial”. 

Key Questions to be asked of Community members 
� What has helped you to survive and what is important in your community in times of crisis such as 

bushfire? 

� What are the symbols of this survival and courage? 

� How would you best represent these as a memorial in your community?  What exactly does this 

memorial look like?  What form could it take?  For instance would it be a gate, a reflective space, a 

sculpture or something that celebrates community connections? 

� Where could it be located within the region?   

Engagement strategy 
A working group was established by Mount Alexander Shire which consisted of 2 community members, 

Mount Alexander  and Macedon Ranges Council officers and consultant facilitator.  This group met to 

discuss the structure of the consultation process and decide on which communities should be 

consulted.  

 

A spread of meetings was considered important to enable families, commuters and farming residents 

to be able to attend one of the four meetings in the region. 

 

Promotion of meetings was established through: 

• Articles in The Bridge Connection; 

• Poster and Flyers; 

• Direct mail  (both general and to Council‘s database); 

• E-mails; and 

• School newsletters. 
 

Four community meetings were held:  

� Mia Mia        7.30pm    24th June 2011 

� Barfold     10.30am   25th June 2011 

� Bayton     2.30pm    25th June 2011 

� Redesdale   7.30pm   16th August 2011 

 

 

Three community meetings were advertised initially but residents from the Bayton area did not take up 

the opportunity to attend.  Another meeting was scheduled in Redesdale to replace this meeting and 

to ensure adequate community members were consulted. Opportunities were available for 

community members who were unable to attend the meetings to discuss ideas with the facilitator.  A 

questionnaire was also distributed which did not elicit further responses from community members (see 

Appendix 3).   
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OUTCOMES FROM MEETINGS 

Residents present at meetings 
• 17 people attended community meetings (23 attendances due to some community members 

attending more than one meeting.) 

 

Communities Mia 
Mia 

Barfold Bayton Redesdale Other TOTAL 

Community members 5 6 0 7 - 18 

Working group 

representatives 

2 Counted as 

community members 
2 2 - 6 

Email responses     3 3 

Proposals     2 2 

Interview     1 1 

TOTAL COMMUNITY 7 6 2 9 6 30 

Local government 2 2 2 2  8 

Facilitator 1 1 1 1  4 

Other (Centacare)   1   1 

TOTAL PRESENT 10 9 6 12 6 43 

 

• Two primary school children were amongst those who attended 

• Nine males and eight females present 

• Residents represented the communities of Mia Mia, Barfold, Redesdale and Pipers Creek 

• Representatives of Hall Committees from Barfold, Mia Mia and Redesdale were present 

• Representatives of the Community Recovery Committee were present 

• Community representatives of the memorial working group were present 

• CFA members were present but not representing the CFA 

• Two local artists were present 

Written responses 
6 residents responded outside meetings: 

• One face to face interview of resident 

• Three  email responses from residents  

• One residents presented a written proposal for a memorial (this resident also attended a meeting)  

• One resident met with Jon Harris and Robyn Till to discuss a detailed proposal for a memorial (this 

resident also attended a meeting) 

Local government representatives  
Two representatives were present at each meeting.  Representatives were: 

• Jon Harris  

• Sue Jones  

• Robyn Till 

Community representatives from memorials working group 
Two representatives were present at each meeting: 

• Briony Barker 

• Elaine Murphy 

Other representatives 
A representative from Centacare who was working with residents who were affected by the fire was 

present at the Bayton meeting. 

Facilitator 
Sally Goldstraw was a paid facilitator present at each meeting and the author of this report. 
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Divided opinion on the concept of a “memorial” 
 

Three residents sent emails to express concerns about a memorial.  They did not feel a memorial was 

appropriate given the time that has elapsed since these events and as there was no loss of life.  In the 

words of a resident “the incessant raking over of this issue should have ceased long ago” and “NO 

ONE DIED in or near Redesdale.”   Another resident stated, “we are rather disturbed about the 

proposed "memorial" and the general ongoing use of bush fire relief funds.” Both stated that they 

believed the funds could be used to repair Gibbons Bridge which was damaged in the fires and a 

memorial could be included at this location.  One resident stated that the school could also benefit 

from new equipment.  Another resident stated, “I am not in favour of a static memorial – too funereal, 
but would rather see something that reflects growth, optimism, community.  Perhaps a scholarship, on-

going support for the local CFA’s (we all know they need equipment), first-rate communication 

equipment – this was sadly lacking on Black Saturday.” 
 

By contrast the 18 people who attended the community meetings felt that the impact of this fire was 

profound enough to consider a memorial.  One resident said, “It was a scary day, smoke everywhere 

and you did not know what direction it was coming from.  Strong winds were coming from everywhere.  

When we noticed that the fire was nearly upon us we put the dog on the truck and ran for our lives.  

We had to pass under the fire.” Another resident said, “ During the nine days we at the staging area 

(Redesdale Hall) people came in and offered help, baking, homes for people to stay in etc….On 

Saturday night there were many people from Bendigo trying to phone family and friends. They had 

come out here to help us and in the meantime their own area was going up in flames.”    One resident 

stated, “From the back of a fire truck the destruction was seemingly beyond limits.  Was our house still 

standing?  No-one felt brave just connected to the job at hand…. Alone it would have been simply 

hopeless….”  Another resident described the scene at the local hall, “It was a hive of activity, CFA, 

Metcalfe group, and other CFA vehicles, DSE vehicles, Red Cross volunteers, the Redesdale Hall 

Committee and many other folk.  Tankers in a line waiting to recharge their tanks with water from the 

overhead water tank and the main tank – a busy convoy of red and blue flashing lights going to and 

from the fronts.  Which way will the wind shift?...Watching from the roof of the house, red glows and 

flames in the distance attacked by fire crews in steady succession.” 

 

Some residents were pragmatic in regards to this funding suggesting that they could design a 

memorial in a way that was useful to their communities.  Many residents said that they hoped that the 

memorial was a practical object as there are considerations of ongoing maintenance and 

stewardship for small rural communities. 
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Themes 

The importance of community halls as a refuge; a symbol of safety and connection 

Many people expressed feelings of unreality and disconnection due to the chaos of the event.  A 

number of residents discussed the lack of reliable information and having received little or no warnings.  

The decision whether to stay or go; where to go and what to take were difficult decisions for residents.   

 

However for the communities of Barfold and Redesdale the Halls became the “Noah’s Ark” of the 

area.  People formed a tight knit community where they worked together to do what was necessary at 

the time.  They were the centre of firefighting in Redesdale with heavy machinery and fire trucks 

obtaining water.  Food was provided and there was a team effort to provided firefighters with 

replenishment as well as food for residents who stayed at the Hall.  Alpacas were housed on the tennis 

courts as well as dogs and cats inside.  One resident described it as a “cocoon” from the outside 

world. 

 

For both Barfold and Redesdale communities, the halls were a symbol of survival – particularly in 

Barfold where the fired passed over the Hall – and in the way they provided shelter and replenishment 

for families, elderly people, stock, pets, CFA volunteers and emergency services. 

Leaves, trees and the natural world symbolising both despair and hope 

Many residents discussed the traumatic impact of seeing trees burning during the fires.  The popping of 

the leaves indicated the severity of the heat and fire danger on the day.  The visions of black stumps 

burning for days afterwards were also significant. 

 

The symbolic regrowth of leaves and trees represented a symbol of hope for the people of the district.  

This represented the cyclical nature of life and the healing that was possible following the devastation 

of the fire.  The quiet and stillness of the area after the fire signalled no life – no birds or animals.  The 

return of animals and insect life was a significant symbol of recovery and regeneration.  

 

A sense of community and a sense of loneliness 

A common theme was the unity of people and their communities.  Residents told stories of great 

community spirit, support and assistance.  Examples were given of people who provided assistance in 

the form of food, labour, advice and money.  One resident described this as a feeling that “there were 

no barriers between people.”  One community member talked of the cleaner from a local 

government who turned up to help with cleaning at the Redesdale Hall.   

 

A number of residents expressed their fears of being alone, isolated and without partners to share the 

concerns and decisions about staying or leaving.  There was great concern for elderly residents. It was 

difficult for residents whose partners were CFA volunteers.  They were left alone to defend homes or to 

make the decision when to leave without the support of their partner.  Children expressed that it was a 

frightening experience.  One resident described how “community people were driving around not 

knowing what to do.” 

 

One resident expressed a sense of being entirely alone.   This resident described facing the fire alone 

without warning or support of the CFA or broader community.   

Honouring volunteers 

There was strong support for honouring CFA volunteers and fire fighters.  One fire fighter talked about 

his feelings of being torn between his CFA duty and his family which further highlighted the courage, 

commitment and strength of these volunteers.  There were also crews who came from other areas as 

well as volunteers from the Red Cross.  All communities mentioned the countless people who provided 

assistance in numerous ways. 
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Impact on children  
The children talked of how frightening it was for them indicating the sense of trauma for the young 

people who live in the area.  One resident discussed the impact on her adolescent son who is still 

recovering from severe trauma as a result of this fire.   

Self reliance, resilience, endurance and survival 

There was an underlying sense of the resilience and endurance of these communities.  Community 

members talked of the harrowing responsibilities of having to destroy livestock following the fires.  They 

described the trauma of having to simply “do what had to be done.”   

 

What form could the memorial take? 
There was agreement on the following projects: 

Book 

A book was seen as a way of telling the whole story of the fires and reaching across all areas that were 

fire affected.  It can accommodate photos, poems, artworks that tell the stories of all people.  Portions 

of the book could be reproduced online such as the Kathryn Portelli artwork for tourism purposes. 

Community Art Projects 

A number of projects were suggested from communities: 

• Bell in Mia Mia 

• Pathway to recovery for children at Mia Mia 

• Metal installation of animals, trees and leaves on BBQ shelter at Barfold Hall 

• Storyboard and plaques 

• Documentation of the AFTER artwork in a book (see Appendix 2) 

• Tile mosaic on water tank at Redesdale Hall  

• Stone tree at Redesdale (see Appendix 1) 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
There was evidence of tension between residents across these communities.  This appeared to be 

centred on the greater impact on communities that were burnt and an associated entitlement to a 

the ‘memorial’ funds .  While a number of residents stated they would prefer one bigger project than a 

number of smaller projects, no such project emerged. 

Memorial art projects 
A number of meaningful projects were discussed by community members.  Despite community 

members acknowledging that one bigger project was better, there was no consensus about a priority 

project.  On that basis all suggestions are included: 

 

Barfold Hall A metal insert at the apex of the barbecue shelter with a design to incorporate 

animals, leaves and trees that can be linked to the book. 

  

A plaque and story board that tell the story of the fires and refer to the book.   

  

Redesdale Hall The Hall and water tank were symbols of survival in Redesdale.  A community art 

project was suggested where residents could create a tile plaque telling their 

story of the fires.  It could also include silhouettes of volunteers such as CFA, Red 

Cross, DSE and farmers as well as an expression of thanks from the community. 

These tiles could form a mural and be adhered to the water tank.   

 

 Flying fox or activities for children – while this is a worthwhile project, it would not 

be considered as a memorial project. 

  

 The Stone Tree proposal (see Appendix 1).  If this proposal goes ahead, it would 

be beneficial to engage a sculpture to mentor a local artist in the development.  

 

Book proposal Kathryn Portelli suggested a book to document the story of the artwork 

AFTER that is located in Kyneton (see Appendix 2).  This concept can be included 

in the broader book but should not be the sole topic of the book.  It was 

suggested that other residents who were fire effected and not already part of the 

AFTER project could also contribute to the book. The Bushfire memorial book 

project is a professional project that will need additional project management, 

editing and interviewing skills that will need to be considered in the budget. 

Council will work with community members to deliver this project. 

 

Mia Mia A bell was suggested as a means to communicate with residents in times of 

need.  Residents acknowledged that this would not be heard all over the district 

and could not be relied upon as a method of communication in emergencies. 

However any form of improved communication would provide a sense of 

connection and safety for the community. 

   

Stepping stones - a pathway of recovery for children.  To design a pathway in the 

community that is created by the children as a means of integrating their 

experiences from the fire. 

 

Production of a book             
A ‘coffee table’ book was considered as something that could record the events and could be 

inclusive of all community members who were affected by the fires.  It is important that the story of the 

mural by Katherine Portelli is included in this book but that this is not the sole topic of the book.  Other 
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residents who were not included in this project should be given the opportunity to contribute to the 

book.  If other arts projects are developed within the timeframe of the book, these should be included. 

 

Consideration should be given to the book or parts of the book being available online and linked to 

the tourist information centre and the AFTER mural by Kathryn Portelli. 

 

 Funds allocated: $40,000 

Remaining funds and process for obtaining funds: 
Remaining funds will be divided between communities to undertake community projects. Council may 

manage or have additional input to projects with additional co-ordination costs. Community members 

and hall committees have the option to project manage its project with regular reporting back to the 

Bushfire Memorial Project Coordination Group. 

 
Each community would need to present a proposal to utilise these funds.   This process should not be 

burdensome nor overly bureaucratic for community members (See Appendix 4).  However there 

should be some evidence of commitment from community members to bring these projects to life and 

to account for the memorial public funds.  Hall Committees would receive funding for Hall projects and 

would determine which projects would be funded if there was more than one.  Due to the broader 

nature of the book project local government would hold the funds.  

 

Communities can chose to broker additional funds from state and local government if they require 

further funding.  Local government can support communities through community grants and 

assistance in finding and applying for funds from State government and philanthropic trusts. 

 

 

Ongoing process and accountability structures 
• Report distributed to residents   

• Two weeks after distribution, public meeting called to present report to community members. 

• Working group established at meeting consisting of 6 community representatives, 2 local 

government representatives from Mount Alexander and Macedon Ranges Shire and 1 

representative of Department of Planning and Community Development (DPCD) to oversee the 

allocation of funds and development of projects.  

• Report presented to local governments 

 

Ongoing process and accountability structures 
• Report distributed to residents   

• Two weeks after distribution, public meeting called to present report to community members. 

• Working group established at meeting consisting of 6 community representatives, 2 local 

government representatives from Mount Alexander and Macedon Ranges Shire and 1 

representative of Department of Planning and Community Development (DPCD) to oversee the 

allocation of funds and development of projects.  

• Report presented to local governments 
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Diagram of accountability structures 
  

 

 

 

 

  

PROJECT COORDINATION GROUP 
Established at Community Meeting 

6 community representatives 

2 local government representatives 

1 State government representative 

Oversees the allocation of funds and development of projects 

BARFOLD 
PROJECT 
Funds & 

project 

managed 

by Hall 

Committee 

                          

REDESDALE 
PROJECT 
Funds & 

project 

managed 

by Hall 

Committee 

                          

MIA MIA 
PROJECT 
Funds & 

project 

managed 

by Hall 

Committee 

                          

BOOK PROJECT SUB-COMMITEE 
Broad project representing a number of communities 

Funds held by local government  

Working group of at least 3 community members 

and 1 local government representative 

 

Neighborhood Memorial Working Group Sub-
Committee 

Working group of at least 3 community 

members and 1 local government 

representative 

The Book Project Sub-Committee reports directly to the Project Coordination Group as the content will 

reach across all affected communities. The book will also include elements of the Kathryn Portelli mural, 

‘A.F.T.E.R’ 

 

The Barfold, Redesdale and Mia Mai projects are place-based projects that can be community 

managed.  



Bushfire Memorial Consultation 

 

12 
 

 

PHOTOGRAPHS  
 

 
MIA MIA COMMUNITY MEETING 

 

 
BARFOLD COMMUNITY MEETING 

 

 
REDESDALE COMMUNITY MEETING 
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APPENDIX 1 
Redesdale Stone tree 
Excerpts from a proposal by Anton Hassell, artist. 

 
 

 
 

“I suggest the appropriate symbol for the event is the tree form. We saw the trees burn and we have 

seen most of them regenerate, like our communities. I love the idea of a garden that visitors to the site 

can tend. A stone tree, itself made up from slabs of different stones collected across the fire burnt area, 

with a bed of white pebbles about it such that, Japanese Garden style, it can be raked by visitors, 

would be beautiful and touching and would brilliantly add to the stone architectural experience of 

Redesdale. In this way the memory of the fire can be concentrated and not dissembled in plaques 

and small, low-impact memorials.  

 

Local stone mason and local farmers and transport people could find, collect from the fields and 

deliver the stones to be used in the project could see this as a unifying community event resulting in a 

powerful, unique, moving and healing memorial space in which the tragic events of Black Saturday 

can be kept in view and not thrown to the winds. The book proposal would greatly benefit by sharing 

the development and result of this project as well as the leaf project by being more inclusive of the 

stories of a broad sample of the fire-affected community.   

 

The resolve in the hearts of community members who experienced the fires to get on with life can be 

told elegantly in an image of a stone tree that is made up of segments of stone collected from across 

the burnt landscape and shaped to fit with one another. As granite from here, bluestone from there 

and quartz from another area, lay together to make one form, so the parts of our community are 

layered, in times of need, together in their hard determination to support the common good.” 

 

Full proposal is held my Mount Alexander Shire  
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APPENDIX 2 
“Black Saturday Memorial” booklet, postcard and magnet 
 
Excerpts from a proposal by Kathryn Portelli, artist. 

 

“The mural is a place of refection for visitors and acknowledgement to the fire affected residents that 

the community from close and far, cared about their situation. 

 
 

This is a proposal for a DL sized informative guide (booklet), DL postcard and fridge magnet* of the 

AFTER project, positioned on the Hutton Street side of the Kyneton Town Hall, available for purchase as 

an inexpensive keepsake.  

 

This proposal aims to rectify the lack of existing information about the AFTER project by providing low 

cost keepsakes not only for those directly affected by the fires, but for all participants and the many 

travelers who would like to know more.” 

 

*The DL postcard and fridge magnet are considered to me more appropriately funded as a tourism 

project.  Mount Alexander Shire Council can assist the artist in securing funds for this concept.  As 

indicated in the body of this report, the story of this project can be included as part of the memorial 

book. 

 

The full proposal is held by Mount Alexander Shire Council. 
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APPENDIX 3 
BUSHFIRE MEMORIAL COMMUNITY MEETINGS JUNE 2011 
Feedback sheet 

 
Dear community member, 
 
We have provided this feedback sheet to make it easier for you to provide your views, but we will also accept 
less structured responses if you simply want to make comment in a general way by phone, email or letter. 
 

1. What has helped you and your community in times of crisis such as bushfire? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What best symbolises this community strength and courage to you? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

3. How would you best represent these as a memorial in your community? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What does this memorial look like?   
 
Trees, greenery, water and a place to sit.       
Bricks  
Representational sculptures  
 
Recreational furniture 
 
Naming and story features  
 
Linking features 
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Comments including other options 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Where could it be located within the fire affected areas? (For example - Parkland, Structure and Bushland) 

• Neutral but connected to bushfire affected areas  

• Not connected to bushfire affected areas 

• Accessible for all fire affected communities 

• Able to be a link across the affected areas 

• Able to take account of other restoration opportunities 

 
Comments including other options 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. Do you have any other comments to make about The development of a bushfire Memorial  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thank you for your time in completing the feedback sheet. Your views are important and will play an important part in the next stages of this 
project.  
 
Please return this form to:  
 

Sally Goldstraw  
157 Inglis Street, Ballan   VIC 3342 
Phone 0407 988 010 or 53682150 
Email: Gold10@bigpond.net.au 

 
  

 

 

 



Bushfire Memorial Consultation 

 

17 
 

APPENDIX 4 
 

Memorial project application  
 

Names of working Group Members: 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

 

Amount of funds allocated: 

 

 

What communities are included in this project? 

 

 

Describe the Project: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Describe how your project commemorates the 2009 fires in your region? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Project budget and quotations (please keep all receipts) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Timelines (all projects need to be completed by December 2012) 
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Memorial Project Acquittal 
 

 

Tell us the story of your project. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What has this achieved for your community? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Details of expenditure and receipts 


