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This is a timely, well-thought out book about an aspect of 
forestry still of primary concern. It is an anthology of 44 
first-person stories from people (many of them foresters) 
who were involved in the fires that burnt half a million 
hectares of forest and farmland, and consumed the towns 
of Dwellingup, Holyoake, Nanga Brook and Karridale 
during the 1960/61 summer. 

Tempered by Fire is published by the Bushfire Front to 
commemorate the 50th anniversary of the fires. 

While the underlying message in the book signals the need 
to carry out fuel reduction control burning of forest litter 
on a pattern basis, there is also a well-demonstrated 
lesson that multiple use forestry with timber harvesting 
provides a resource of people who live and work in the 
bush, know it well and who have the physical skills and 
other services needed in times of danger. 

In a book such as this it is difficult to get a balance of 
stories that will appeal to, and be read eagerly by a range 
of potentially interested people. The editor has done well. 

The fires occurred 50 years ago now, but the book is still 
of great interest to modern day firefighters, fire scientists, 
communities vulnerable to destructive bushfires and those 
who ignore the lessons of past fires. 

In addition to the individual stories there is an 
introduction, many excellent photos, maps and an 
Afterword from the Bushfire Front. The stories vividly 
describe the drama of the fires and the powerful human 
responses to danger and crisis. Some of the best stories 
are written by the womenfolk who were left to cope in 
burning towns when the men were off firefighting in the 
bush.

Forester Bruce Beggs I.S.O. led the resources at 
Dwellingup, assisted by a relatively inexperienced forester 
Frank Campbell. Both graphically recall the fires and the 
times, and both remind us that even though controlled 
burning at that time was being done, most of it was too 
light and too little to be effective. In addition, Bruce Beggs 
summed up his main memories of the fires: 

The effectiveness of the evacuations of 
Holyoake, Nanga Brook and Karridale, and the 
movement of residents to safe places (the 
football oval and the pub) in Dwellingup. 

The courage and doggedness of the 
firefighters - they never gave up. 

The spirit and resilience of the communities, 
and the way they bounced back. 

If I have one criticism of the book it is that there are 
insufficient maps to allow a non-Western Australian reader 
to understand the significance of some events. 

Many of the story-tellers continued their careers – some 
reached the pinnacle of the profession in the Forest 
Service or in other forestry activities. Some returned to 
rebuild sawmills or farms affected by the fire. All of these 
people were indeed “tempered by fire” and helped to take 
WA to a position of world-leadership in bushfire 
management.

Now the challenge is to the new generation to hold 
themselves ready for fire with the right equipment, 
supported by regular control burning. As Ian Ferguson 
reminds us in his story in the book, those worried about 
wildlife must realise that it much better to prevent a 
conflagration than to have a wildfire in which the wildlife is 
totally consumed. 

Reviewer: Bob Newman 

Tempered by fire is available from the Bushfire 
Front for $30.00 plus $5 postage in Australia. Email 
orders to yorkgum@westnet.com.au, or write to 7 
Palin St, Palmyra WA 6157 
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