
The Forester | Vol 55 No 4 December 2012 13

Institute of Foresters of Australia 

Ghosts of Fire
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In November 1968, whilst working in Sydney as Research 
Forester in the Marketing Division of the NSW Forest 
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at Coffs Harbour, of temperatures of 117 degrees Fahrenheit 
(47 Celsius) and powerful northwest winds.  Even rainforest 
was burning, an occurrence not seen since 1915.  Because 
of personal association, I became especially apprehensive 
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State Foraaest, where I had previously worked.  It had started 
south of Glenreagh, burnt out most of the western extension to 
Conglomerate State Forest and into the high quality blackbutt 
forest in Sherwood Creek.
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face he told me that three men had been killed.  He spoke 
names that I knew so well – my response was intense silence.  
Oh God. Next to family, work mates come closest.

Noel:  an Italian migrant who had the courage to face 
down prejudice in the small town of Woolgoolga by accepting 
appointment as a forest labourer because the forester, Terry 
Connolly, judged him to be the best available applicant.  
This offended those ‘Australians’ not chosen by Terry in the 
recession of 1961.
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Jimmy:  for me, most of all Jimmy -- a man with whom 
I had worked closely in supervising logging and who was 
developing the honoured relationship of Mate, just before I 
transferred to Sydney.
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of family with work, common in forestry circles, heightened the 
pathos.

Suddenly I realised that Harry was still speaking.  He 
spoke of the problems confronting the local Commission staff, 
������������	����������	������������������������������
�������
nature of police investigations.  And there was still the bloody 
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“Curly, you are very familiar with Conglomerate forest, so 
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Harry was outwardly calm but I knew him too well not 
to detect his stress.  I consciously mimicked his controlled 
demeanour, but I am sure I was less successful in this than 
he.  Harry’s stress was exacerbated by responsibility – he was 
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my past relationship with the three blokes I knew well, who 
died having gone to work to provide for their families.  But my 
emotions needed to be put aside.  In a situation full of tension, 
I had been selected to perform an important leadership rôle 
and I would be judged by how well this was done – not only by 
others, but especially by me.

The separation of practical imperative from emotion 
weakens in moments when we feel we are alone.  As I packed 
a travelling kit for my mission, I heard my small daughter, 
Bronwyn, running to Lois with deep concern, “Mummy, 
Daddy’s crying!”  With words too soft for me to discern, I knew 
Lois was explaining.
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bookshops, libraries and schools.
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doing so, we also hope to entertain. The stories collected so far range from the tragic and dramatic to the humorous. All 
provide an insight into the person behind the forester.

It may be some time before the book is published. We would love to see some more stories come in. In the meantime, 
the IFA has agreed to publish one story in each issue of The Forester over the next year or so. This will put them into the 
published literature and perhaps encourange new contributions from readers with a story to tell.
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(Michael Oliver Raymond (oliverraymond@wideband.net.au) and Roger Underwood (yorkgum@westnet.com.au)).

Black ghosts of trees, and 
sapless trunks that stood
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Which ran from bole to bole a 
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And grew with ruin
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The Glen of Arrawatta
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coast at that time was that the man-in-charge (then called the 
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the objective of not allowing the ignition points to spread and 
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use of water bombing to contain the initial ignitions and an 
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arrive was seen as the last option, and an explanation of how 
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that time, water bombing was used in North America but funds 
were not available for this technology in Australia.
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build logging roads and snig logs and were readily available.  
They were the front line attack machines.  They were operated 
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drivers were craftsmen, skilled in detecting signals between 
their machine and the opposing mechanical forces resisting 
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the power signals from the engine’s revs, they manipulated 
the forces of resistance of the soil to control the traction and 
slippage of the caterpillar tracks.  When clearing breaks around 
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shaves a face.  Superior operators judged their craft by the 
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Jimmy and his crew had formed the initial attack, working 
unrelieved through the night to successfully stop the travel of 
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return to the control point for their change of shift, six men 
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hands and arms of the four not on seats grasped the overhead 
canopy guard, two sitting on the arm rests, whilst two stood on 
the logging winch at the rear of the driver’s seat.  As the tractor 
slowly climbed the steep forest track to their transport vehicle, 
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debris lay on the ground, whilst many standing old-growth trees 
were smoking from the slow combustion of the dead wood that 
had accumulated in their crowns and trunks - features of their 
age and character.

A large blackbutt tree, perhaps weighing a total of twenty 
tonnes, stood near the track.  It had been there for some 
250 years and for the last 150 its annual rate of growth had 
constantly diminished.  In the aging process its water and 
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the once vigorous crown of leaves to die back, thus generating 
ever-increasing amounts of dead wood and opportunities 
for fungus and termites to attack.  The ensuing hollows not 
only became the nests of birds and arboreal animals, but 
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have experienced several such events during its life before 
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Alas, Death’s barrel was aimed at more than a tree – it included 

a group of fair dinkum bushmen who, in their fatigue, were 
caught exercising their cultural traits of not sticking strictly to 
the formal rules of work.

Thirty-six years later, when I worked on a consultancy with 
Gerry Cross, his brother Jim, an academic mathematician, 
derived equations that estimate the forces in falling trees.  
These show that the velocity at the top of the twenty tonne 
tree, which is continuously accelerating during its fall, was of 
the order of 100km/hr when it hit the ground – and the group 
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total time for the tree to fall to the ground would be about six 
seconds, the critical time for men to detect and respond to the 
signals is much less, especially when fatigued and near a noisy 
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canopy and exposed on the logging winch jumped clear, 
surviving to confront the horror of the situation.  They’d have 
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three dead and one injured.
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past the tractor.  The canopy guard lay near-by having been 
removed to extract the victims.  Dried blood and hair were 
������������"����
�������%�����:
����
���>�&�	������
�������	���
��
showed less damage than expected.  During the following day 
I was informed that the police had given permission to remove 
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of their dead work mates.  Astonishingly, by employing some 
bushman mechanical initiatives, the tractor’s motor started, 
enabling its loading onto a low-loader for removal.  As we 
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muttered that it would have been easier had we not known 
������?�����"�����	
���	�������	���	������
�������������!��
soil.  Silent nods signalled not only agreement, but grief and 
respect.

Later that night when accompanying a local bushman 
on perimeter inspection, I was told that the gang had very 
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with smiles and constrained modesty; but when recalled, the 
respect of this compliment proudly moistens my eyes.
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time of the accident to attend the funeral in Woolgoolga on 
the next day.  This left me for several hours with only two 
men, to which I expressed concern especially as the weather 
forecast continued to be adverse.  The assurance of rapid 
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my apprehension.

Late that morning the wind increased and a blustery hot 
gust made us take shelter behind the tanker.  That we were 
close to the point of the resulting jump-over enabled us to 
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I did not anticipate that the mourners leaving the church in 
Woolgoolga would hear my radio call for assistance to Coffs 
Harbour.  However, because they shared my apprehension 
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Commission radios had left them on stand-by in their vehicles 
as they were preparing to travel to the cemetery.  Within thirty 
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minutes, more than twenty men clad in suits stained with 
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from emotionally shared common purpose.

At mid morning of the following day the long anticipated 
southerly change arrived.  This created tension from its potential 
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days, initially the wind darkened the forest as if evening was 
descending.  Concern increased when visibility was reduced 
to a hundred metres as the southerly wind compressed the 
local air causing an unnerving increase in temperature of about 
5 degrees within thirty minutes.  Then rapidly, the wind cooled 
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skin and calmed our emotions.  When it is constrained, the sea 
produces a soothing silken wind that slips across the brow, as 
once did the hand of Mother stroking our foreheads as we lay 
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peace endowed by the unspoken self esteem arising from the 

success of the sweat of shared labour.  Our line of containment 
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self-respect, but also to that of our dead work mates.   In the 
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‘Blessed are those that mourn, for they shall receive comfort’1.  
Comfort that the forest containing black ghosts of trees and 
sapless trunks will rejuvenate – through time, be they forests; 
through grieving be they men.

I regretted leaving the forests of the north coast.  From 
Coffs Harbour to the Queensland border they remain a basic 
element of my experience.  When in them, I feel more than 
at peace – it is a peace that embraces a vital impetus that 
enshrines my personal evolution.

____________

1 The New Testament, Matthew 5:4.
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Australia-wide delivery!

Over 1000 products at
 www.forestrytools.com.au

or call for our 2012 catalogue

Tel:   02 9417 7751
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PO Box 870
Willoughby NSW 2068

Haglof Tree CalipersHaglöf Vertex Laser

Suunto Tandem
Compass/Clino

$340
Silva clinos/height meters $235

Silva sighting compass $195
Silva baseplate compasses from $42

Diameter Tapes
Large range of steel 
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tapes from $19

Tree Planting Equipment

Nikon
Forestry Pro

$695

Pottiputki tree planters
#45 (Lannen) $320
#55 (Hiko) $330 

#63 (Forestry Tube) $340
#75 (Super Tube) $390

Kidney trays, planting belts,
Bushpro spades & Hamilton planters

Pro-Pruner

The most advanced New Zealand 
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for lift pruning of pine & eucalypts.
Up to 65mm cut - $210.

Also stock Razorback, Felco & Barnel

Strong, lightweight Swedish 
made aluminium tree calipers

40cm - $175, 50cm - $185
65cm - $195, 80cm - $230

102cm - $280, 127cm - $310

Kelway Soil pH/Moisture Meter

Simple, accurate and 
rugged. No batteries required.
Japanese made. Only $190.

Combines laser & 
ultrasonic technologies in 
the most advanced height 
and distance measuring 
instrument. From $3250.

The industry standard 
tree height measuring 
instrument. Ultrasonic 

technology, fast acquisition,  
Bluetooth and BAF 
functionality. $2500.

Haglöf Vertex IV

Clinos, Height Meters & Compasses

Revolutionary electronic
height meter. Simple 
to use. Single button 

operation. $360.

Haglöf Electronic Clino/Hgt Meter

Cruise-Master Prisms
US made 1% tolerance 

wedge prisms for
timber cruising. 

40x40mm clear BAF 1-5, $90Aluminium Tags

Aluminium tags,
pre-numbered up to

1000 or blank. $34/100
Alutags w/ties $65/1000

Tally Counters

Digital counter
0-99999 $25

Japanese 
manual counter

0-9999 $25

Increment Borers
Swedish made Haglof 
borers in 2 or 3 thread, 

200mm-600mm. From $250

Senshin Height Poles

Fibreglass telescopic 
height poles in 6m, 8m or 
12m lengths. From $475

Densiometers
GRS
$240

Spherical
Crown
$250

Kestrel Weathermeters
Large range 
in stock & 

great prices


	The Forester December 2012 - Ghosts of Fire - pg 13
	The Forester December 2012 - Ghosts of Fire - pg 14
	The Forester December 2012 - Ghosts of Fire - pg 15.pdf

