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1. My Australian
Summer of Fire

We took pictures of the orange-brown skies and the
blood-red midday sun; we joked that the air smelled
like campﬁre.

In the summer of 2019-2020, the Australian
continent was on ﬁre. It started in early spring in
the North East and initially it seemed just a
curiosity, another of the many ways in which this
country can be a place of extremes, of
exaggerations, of strangeness. Just like you can
have “four seasons in one day,” going from a chilly
nine-degree rainy morning to a thirty-plus-degree

sunny afternoon; just like house spiders can be as
large as a person’s hand or as poisonous as a killer
snake, now we had vast bushﬁres going on for
days. It started in early spring the North East and
we read about it in the news and we exchanged
politely concerned remarks with friends and
colleagues. So early in the season! It’s going to be a
long summer, hey!
By late spring some of the ﬁres had grown very
large; the smoke they created came all the way to
Sydney. We took pictures of the orange-brown
skies and the blood-red midday sun; we joked that
the air smelled like campﬁre. In mid-November it
became clear that a big, long, scary bushﬁre season
was coming to New South Wales and was there to
stay. The days kept getting hotter, there was no
rain forecast for the foreseeable future; evidently,
under such conditions, the bushﬁres could simply
not be extinguished. They could only keep
expanding, and they did. They crossed rivers and
containment lines; they climbed mountains and
cliffs and jumped over swamps and water
reservoirs. They merged and multiplied, at times
travelling faster than cars, at times smouldering
quietly for weeks before they reignited and
started devouring everything again.
Our friends overseas asked, but how is that
possible? How can they not be extinguished? We
wondered too, and then we learned how that was
possible, how these ﬁres worked and why they
were so devastating. Over the course of the
summer of 2019-2020, bushﬁres became our new

normal. Apocalyptic images in the media, stories
from friends in affected locales, and direct
experience of smoke, ash, evacuation, and
sometimes direct loss, they all became part of
everyone’s ordinary experience. Words, things,
people that had only existed on the margins of our
consciousness took centre stage.

2. Ash

Some leaves were perfectly preserved, turned black
and matte but without a missing bit.

The smoke haze and falling ash gave the ﬁre a
material presence even for those who were
relatively distant from the actual blaze fronts. We
saw the ﬂames on TV, and we breathed their
smoke in the streets. After a while, we breathed
the smoke inside our homes too; no closed door, no
air conditioning ﬁlter seemed to keep it completely
out. On less foggy days we opened the windows
and tried to get the smoke out, not sure of what we
were doing. How do you shove smoke outside of a
room? Some days the indoor haze was so thick that

you could see it, a white-brown mist dancing in the
morning light. We all became experts on air quality
measures; we bookmarked websites and
downloaded apps to stay updated on the levels of
PM2.5 and PM10 and check how they compared
to industrial zones, polluted cities, smoking of x
number of cigarettes. People started wearing
surgical masks around town; soon everyone was
buying the N95 respirator kind, that ﬁltered
ultraﬁne micro-particles and not just dust; soon
those became impossibly expensive and then plain
impossible to ﬁnd, and we went back to our
surgical mask from the Japanese dollar store, or
whatever else we could ﬁnd.
If the micro particulates were in our lungs, the ash
was everywhere. Some days it came in big chunks;
black gumtree leaves, bits of burnt bark, fragments
of burnt wood. Some leaves were perfectly
preserved, turned black and matte but without a
missing bit. Friends who lived closer to big ﬁres
took videos of them falling on their backyards, on
the streets: large black snowﬂakes twirling in midair and gently dropping to the ground. Most days it
came in a ﬁne dust. A reddish grey, powdery ﬁlm
covered everything that was outdoors. As we were
under a water restriction regime, we could not
hose it down, so every few days I took out a bucket
and a few rags and washed the ash off tables,
chairs, balcony railings, off the leaves of pot plants.
Soft white cloth turned a sticky dark brown; the
next day the red-grey ﬁlm was back, staining our
hands and feet, speckling our pants and shirts
whenever we ventured outside.

3. Buckets

Many plants doggedly clung to life, and we doggedly
kept watering them.

Early into the ﬁre season, the same drought that
had made the forests so brittle also made the New
South Wales government implement a water
usage restriction regime. We were encouraged to
exercise restraint in the use of water indoors—
avoid long showers, be careful with ﬂushing, limit

the number of laundry loads—and we were
forbidden from using water outdoors: no washing
cars, no spraying down decks, no sprinklers or
hoses on lawns unless you had an independent
source like a rainwater tank or reservoir. We could
use a watering can in the garden early in the
morning or late in the evening.
Some things were too difﬁcult to look after. The
lawn became a yellow wasteland; the solar panels
on the roof gathered a thick layer of ash. Some
things I didn’t have the heart to abandon: the
ﬂowering and fruiting plants, the potted herbs on
the veranda, the succulents patch at front. A few
plants died despite my best efforts. Many plants
doggedly clung to life, and we doggedly kept
watering them. For a couple of hours every
evening we would move back and forth from tap to
garden beds, carrying buckets under the orangebrown sky. Some days it was still forty degrees at
nine PM, and watering seemed pointless in that
heat, but what to do? We gave them a few buckets
anyway.
It was tiring and unpleasant, but that was not the
hard part. Simple concrete tasks are comforting
when so much else feels out of control. What was
heartbreaking was the dryness, the death. The
ochre wasteland of the lawn, the tree leaves burnt
brown and black by the hot, dry air. As I stubbornly
carried buckets my heart swelled with pain for the
plants’ struggle and with admiration for their
resilience. Everything I saw made me cry. But it

was out of love as much as out of sadness, and that
is also what I want to talk about.

4. Names

On the red and green stickers dotting the apples in the
fruit basket, Batlow reminded us of acres of destroyed
farmland.

Many of the places that burnt I knew well from
having travelled there. Mallacoota, that I
remembered for beaches so white and water so
blue that friends who saw the pictures asked if it
was the Great Barrier Reef, made the news for

days with the images of tourists escaping into the
water wearing gas masks under crimson skies.
Myrtle Mountain, where dear friends live in a
country house surrounded by bushland, kept us
anxious for long weeks as the nearest ﬁre
remained out of control and risked merging with
bigger blazes to the north and south. As the burnt
areas expanded, more names became familiar, and
more familiar names came up. Like the smoke, the
toponyms of affected localities seeped into our
daily experience. On the label of a wine bottle on
the dining table, Tumbarumba, that had been in the
news just yesterday, made us wonder how many
vineyards would burn, how much the whole wine
industry would be affected. On the red and green
stickers dotting the apples in the fruit basket,
Batlow reminded us of acres of destroyed
farmland. The ﬁre was everywhere, in the world
and in the words.
Fires also started to have their own names. The
ﬁrst to acquire notoriety was the Gospers
Mountain Fire, which had started with a lightning
strike on October 26 in the Wollemi National Park.
By mid-November, it had burnt thirty thousand
hectares, and newspapers warned that it could
merge with two other large ﬁres nearby to form a
single “megablaze” extending for over a hundred
thousand hectares. We were still sceptical of
media sensationalism, and scoffed at the lofty
word. By the end of the season, it had entered our
ordinary vocabulary, as merging bushﬁres spread
across all the east coast, each several hundred
thousand hectares wide. The Gospers Mountain

Fire stayed almost until the end of the summer,
growing further and absorbing smaller blazes in all
direction. The East Gippsland Fire, that had
started in tourist-packed southern Victoria just
after Christmas, in the new year became the
Border Fire as it crossed into New South Wales,
ﬁrst near the coastline to the east, then also over
mountains to the north.
Other times, large ﬁres birthed smaller ﬁres. The
Green Wattle Creek Fire, burning to the west of
Sydney since November, jumped over the
Warragamba Dam and slowly moved north and
west, until in January the portion across the water
was christened the Erskine Creek Fire, and earned
its own levels of danger rating, moving
independently back and forth between “advice”
and “watch and act,” oscillating between “being
controlled” and “out of control.”

5. Firies

The bright pink ﬁre retardant became another staple
of our lives, daubed over roofs and backyards, and
dotting the feathers of the sulfur-crested cockatoos
that visited suburban and urban backyards.

One of the ﬁrst things I learned in the summer of
ﬁre was that Australian ﬁreﬁghters are almost all
volunteers. Who knew! I had assumed that my
taxes were paying for my protection from the

danger of burning, particularly in a country that is,
as the media kept reminding us, “bushﬁre prone.”
Over the course of the summer I learned many
more things about the ﬁries, another word that
entered ordinary vocabulary, together with RFS,
the Rural Fire Services of New South Wales. I
learned about what kind of people they are, and I
learned about the way they work, ﬁghting ﬁres
that cannot be extinguished.
In many case, the ﬁres were impossible to reach by
land. They burned at the bottom of deep gullies or
in the middle of thick forests with no roads or
paths; they could only be waterbombed or sprayed
with chemicals from helicopters and air tankers.
The bright pink ﬁre retardant became another
staple of our lives, daubed over roofs and
backyards, and dotting the feathers of the
sulfurcrested cockatoos that visited suburban and
urban backyards and balconies. Later on, often
weeks or months later, if the plume of smoke that
could be seen from above had reduced enough,
ﬁreﬁghters descended into the ravines from
helicopters to mop up, as they called it, blackening
out the smouldering remains so that the ﬁre would
not ﬂare up again. Often it did ﬂare up again,
despite the ﬁries’ best efforts.
When the ﬁre front was closer to a road or to a ﬁre
trail, as the paths built to give the ﬁries access to
bushland are called, the ﬁghting happened by land.
Even so, it was not as simple as pouring water on
ﬂames and extinguishing them; most of the time
the ﬂames were just too high and too ferocious for

that. Fires were categorised as active until they
were without a doubt extinguished; most of them
lasted months in this active state. Active ﬁres were
listed as under control, being controlled, or out of
control. Controlling meant keeping the ﬂames
within containment lines, areas cleared through
burning or thinning of the vegetation that stood as
a barrier between the bushland and the human
communities. A ﬁre under control was a ﬁre
burning on the bushland side of containment lines,
posing “no threat to property.” It continued to burn
there, until it tore open its cage and started licking
at the edges of the community again.
In the brief lulls in between ﬂare-ups, the ﬁries
continued to work in the no-man’s land between
burning bush and threatened homes, backburning
patches of land to give themselves a better chance
of keeping the ﬁre at bay at the next attack. During
the frequent and ﬁerce ﬂare-ups, the ﬁries battled
the blaze to “defend properties,” keeping the
ﬂames at bay as they roared on. Some battles were
won by the ﬁries, some battles were won by the
ﬂames. Homes were destroyed; human lives were
lost, many among the ﬁries themselves. Only
substantial rain could win the war against the ﬁre,
as it eventually did, months later. Until then, the
ﬁries continued to ﬁght a losing war, trying to limit
the damage.

6. Apps and Maps

Day after day we watched the shaded areas grow
larger and get closer, ﬁlling all available spaces like a
colouring-in children book.

Another acronym that became familiar to
everyone was FNM, Fires Near Me. This was an
application for smartphones that the Rural Fire
Services of New South Wales had recently
developed to help people report and keep track of

bush and grass ﬁres close to where they and their
families and friends lived or worked. Until the end
of 2019, it was known almost exclusively to people
living in rural areas and a few nerds—including
myself. During the summer of ﬁre, everyone
started using it. Not only residents of New South
Wales, but also their friends and families in other
states and overseas. Suddenly scores of Italian
mothers were setting up FNM “watch zones” and
checking their alerts at every hour of every day. It
didn’t take long for the usage overload to make the
app crash, and for about twenty-four hours
everyone was receiving the same alert message on
repeat every ﬁve minutes, interspersed with
apologetic text messages from the RFS promising
they would ﬁx the problem as soon as possible.
They did ﬁx it remarkably quickly, and throughout
the summer FNM was a constant presence in our
lives. I checked it every few hours, fretting when it
didn’t get updated quickly enough, all the while
trying to remind myself that the RFS were doing an
outstanding job of running it, and that I should be
grateful rather than vexed. That was one thing we
all tried to remind ourselves of a lot that summer,
with mixed success.
Gradually I learned how the app worked, relying
on a combination of satellite imaging from
different sources and information from the
ground, both reports from citizens and debrieﬁngs
from ﬁreﬁghters. Based on all this information,
every few hours the web admins would redraw the
map of the burnt areas, shaded in grey over the
green background. Somewhere within the

boundaries of the shaded area, a colour-coded
diamond with stylised ﬂames in the middle
indicated the level of alert for the ﬁre: blue for
“advice,” yellow for “watch and act,” red for
“emergency.” The shaded area indicated the
surface that had already burned, but also the area
where there was still an active ﬁre. Day after day
we watched the shaded areas grow larger and get
closer, ﬁlling all available spaces like a colouring-in
children book. On the website of Digital Earth
Australia, that generated digital images from
combined satellite images and measurements of
heat, a map of hotspots, updated every six hours,
gave a sense of where the ﬁrefronts were, and
whether there were new ﬂare-ups within already
burnt zones. The DEA images did not take the form
of shaded areas marked by diamonds but of
clusters of dots, red for the more recent hotspots,
orange for the older, yellow for the older still. The
dots remained the same size as you zoomed in or
out of the map; they got smaller as the map grew
more detailed, enabling you to trace the precise
contours of the most recent movement of the
ﬁrefront. And when you zoomed out enough, the
whole continent seemed rimmed by orange and
red ﬂames. Which it wasn’t; at any given time only
sections of a ﬁre were active, while other burnt
areas smouldered or remained cold and black,
dead under the ashes. But which also painted a
fairly accurate picture of how we all felt,
surrounded by ﬁre on all sides, living with it, in it.
By late December a pattern had formed: a mass of
hot, dry air would come from the West, fanning the

ﬁres and making them grow eastward, then move
up North as it travelled from South Australia to
Victoria to New South Wales over the course of
two-three days. Around the fourth day the wind
would suddenly change, often during the night,
always very rapidly, and a cooler mass of air from
the sea would send the ﬁres in the opposite
direction, sometimes blowing as fast as eighty
kilometres per hour; this pushed the ﬁres
southward and westward, expanding that way too.
Necklaces of red and orange dots brightened the
DEA maps in all directions; blue diamonds turned
yellow and red while new ones popped up in still
unshaded areas on FNM. When the cool wind also
calmed down, the diamonds slowly returned blue,
but the shaded areas were twice as big on the map.
Sometimes the late eastward advance of one ﬁre
reached the earlier westward expansion of
another, and one more megablaze was born.
Sometimes a town locked between the initial
northward march of one ﬁrefront and the later
southward run of another was miraculously left
unscathed. It happened to my beloved Merimbula,
home of some of the best oysters I have ever
eaten, which managed to remain unburnt in the
middle of a scorched area running almost
uninterrupted from Sydney to Melbourne.

7. War zone
After a few weeks, I tried to limit the amount of
information I sought, lest the outside burning turn
into inner burnout. This, too, I did with mixed
success; more often than not I ended up checking
apps and websites every few minutes; I couldn’t
help it.
On days when I was able to be more disciplined, in
the morning I would watch the 7 AM press
conference held by the New South Wales Fire
Commissioner and Premier, and in the evening I
would watch the national news at 6 PM. Reports
and images were invariably scary and saddening;
throughout the broadcast I listened and watched
in a sombre, sober mood. But at one point each
day, usually it was in the evening news, one report
would make me cry. It was hard to tell what was
particularly heartbreaking about that one story,
but whatever that may be, suddenly my throat
tightened, and tears started to ﬂow. The dull
continuous pain that I felt at all hours during that
summer was replaced by a fresh sorrow, warm
with love and salty on my lips.
One time it was the story of a herd of twelve
thousand cows that had managed to escape the
ﬁre that scorched their farm, and were found miles
away, so severely burned that they were put down
anyway. One time it was the account of a farmer
whose fruit orchard was swarming with hundreds
of birds that had escaped the ﬁres, and now were

eating all his crop; he let them—he had lost so
much already, and they were so pretty. Another
time it was the images of a small town burnt
almost to the ground. It looked like a war zone.
Maybe it was because of the metal; so many roofs
in rural and suburban Australia are made of
corrugated tin. Those rows of blackened,
contorted metal slates looked just like the ones we
were used to seeing in reportages from Syria, from
Afghanistan. The words formed in my head, it
looks like a war zone, and I began to bawl.

8. Holidays

Coastal villages and resorts caught ﬁre, one after the
other; people huddled on the beach under skies that
had turned dark red at midday.

The most catastrophic moments of the summer of
ﬁre coincided with signiﬁcant holidays. It was,
after all, summer. Time to enjoy the beautiful
beaches and forests of the Lucky Country. One of
the things that I have always admired about

Australian beaches is how often the forest extends
all the way to the sand; how wonderful it was to
look back from the water at the tall silvery green
gum trees swaying gently above white sand as I
swam back in. How terrifying it was to see them
now glowing red and smoking black.
On Christmas Eve a heat wave was forecast, but
many holidaymakers reached their destinations on
the coasts of New South Wales and Victoria, or
they were already there and preferred not to
leave; the ﬁres were still remote and had thus far
only affected bush-thick inland areas. On
Christmas day, blazes ﬂared up everywhere on the
coasts, and many tourists found themselves
stranded in small towns cut off from the main road
by ﬁre damage, with local shops running short of
supplies. Despite the inconvenience, many tourists
held tight and continued their holidays; a few days
of cooler weather seemed to bring things back to
normality. New Year’s Eve was brutal. Coastal
villages and resorts caught ﬁre, one after the
other; people huddled on the beach under skies
that had turned dark red at midday. Electrical
power stations burned down and entire regions
remained without electricity or phone connection
for days; food stores organised impromptu
barbeques for the community with all their
thawing frozen goods.
The next heat wave, even more wild than the
previous two, was predicted for the fourth of
January; incongruously I kept thinking that it was
my brother’s birthday. What was previously just

governmental advice to avoid ﬁre prone areas now
became enforceable evacuation orders; everyone
who was not a resident was directed to leave the
danger zones. This was easier said than done.
Several small villages, that had only one road in
and out of town, had been cut off completely; in
others, the petrol stations had run out of gasoline
and tourists could not refuel for the trip home.
Over the course of a frantic three days, trucks
loaded with petrol travelled southward from
Sydney on roads ﬂanked by active ﬁres on both
sides; as soon as they could refuel, tourists were
escorted back north by police cars in an
interminable convoy travelling at twenty
kilometres per hour, with live wires from burnt
electrical poles dangling over the road and
smouldering bush not far from its edge. Where not
even this was possible, tens of thousands of
tourists were evacuated by sea. The idea of the
government sending military ships to rescue
Australians stranded in beach areas after years of
claiming that we needed to “stop the boats” of
refugees brought a wry smile to our faces, a small
comic relief to our permanently stunned state.

9. Life

Cities provided some shelter to the homeless animals:
urban parks ﬁlled with cockatoos and rosellas, galahs
and lorikeets.

In the summer of ﬁre, non-human animals suffered
losses incomparably greater than humans. Over
the course of the summer, thirty-four people lost
their life in the ﬁres; quite a few of them were
young ﬁreﬁghters. A few thousand homes were

either destroyed or so severely damaged that they
were no longer functional; many people in
industries like farming and tourism suffered
severe economic losses. But turning to non-human
animals takes the tragedy to a whole new level.
Over one billion animals died in the ﬁres, and this
number does not include insects: that would
probably take the count to trillions. The millions of
hectares of bushland that burned were home to
even larger numbers of animals, who lost their
habitat and their livelihood; the forests may not
have been their property, the foraging and grazing
may have not been their jobs, but they lost them all
the same. The numbers are even difﬁcult to
conceive, let alone understand.
Cities provided some shelter to the homeless
animals: urban parks ﬁlled with cockatoos and
rosellas, galahs and lorikeets. The ﬂying foxes, that
had not been seen in Sydney for years, started
ﬁlling the skies again; I used to ﬁnd them ugly and a
little frightening, but now I was overjoyed to watch
them ﬂap their big wings and shriek their shrill
screeches. In the face of so much death, even the
smallest, even the most bothersome forms life felt
incredibly precious. One day I found a stinky bug
among the leaves of our orange tree. The tree had
already suffered badly from the drought, and the
last thing it needed was a bug sucking the little
lymph it had left; yet I could not get myself to kill
the bug. It was alive; it warmed my heart to see it.
Eat away, little one, this year it’s ok.
One day as I was cleaning the bathroom, I spotted

a daddy-long-leg spider in the tub. Usually I don’t
deliberately kill spiders or insects in the home
unless they are dangerous; I either leave them
alone or, if they are bigger guys like huntsmen
spiders, I capture them with a cup and escort them
to the yard. When spiders and insects get in the
way of something I need to do, though, I don’t
make a special effort to take them to safety either
—normally I would have just opened the tap and
given it time to scuttle away from the running
water as I went on with my cleaning. But things
were far from normal that summer. As the water
started swirling towards the drain, the spider just
stayed there, dangerously close to the current. I
didn’t have the heart to let it drown. I tried to make
it climb on the handle of a toothbrush; it clung to it,
then fell. I tried again, and again it dropped down.
This went on for several minutes; all the while I
was cussing at the bug, get the hell onto the brush
already! All the while I was feeling that familiar
salty warmth choking my throat. Stay alive, little
one. In the face of so much death, even the
smallest, even the most bothersome forms life felt
incredibly precious.

10. Fire from the sky

Before each heatwave, predictive maps showed both
an area of potential burning, and an area of potential
ember attacks.

Another word that entered our daily vocabulary
was pyrocumulonimbus. This is a type of dry cloud
that can form from the smoke of a large bushﬁre.
The smoke gathers into cumulusnimbus thick
clouds, which travel around carried by the wind,
and generate thunderstorms nearby. Unlike
regular cumulonimbus, the ﬁery version of these
clouds do not bring any rain, only dry lightning
storms that more often than not cause further
ignitions. The ﬁres, we were told, were creating
their own weather, one where clouds carried ﬁre
rather than water.
Sometimes the clouds rained ﬁre in a more literal
way. Before each heatwave, predictive maps
showed both an area of potential burning, and an
area of potential ember attacks. The hot winds
rising from the ﬁres carried bits of burning wood
and dropped them in clusters, a few dozen or a few
hundred metres away. Stringy bark gum trees
were particularly apt at creating this effect: large
chunks of their bark were light enough to ﬂy for
miles while remaining on ﬁre. Depending on the
type of forest and the size of the ﬁrefront, the
predicted ember attack zone could extend for tens
of kilometres. When the heatwave passed, many
an ember attack zone had become part of the ﬁre;
and so the ﬁres kept growing, birthing more ﬁres
and killing more forests.

11. Water Over Earth

From my commuter train window, I watched lawns
turn into swamps, roads turn into canals.

Towards the end of the summer of ﬁre, I asked the
I Ching, the Chinese book of oracles: where is this
going, and what should I do? More than a
prophecy, I was looking for an answer for myself;
the grief and the sorrow and the fear were so
overwhelming that I didn’t even know how I should

want to feel. Should I try to distract myself, not
think about it? Should I try to do something about
it, and if so, what? Channel the force of grief into
some form of activism against climate change?
Leave Australia, a country I had learned to feel
love and belonging for, the country I had only
recently become a citizen of, but that was, after all,
not my ﬁrst or even second home? When I feel so
lost, I tend to look at the I Ching for advice, if only
half-believing it, and often doing the opposite of
what it intimates. But this time the answer gave
me pause.
The ﬁrst response, the one that describes the
present situation, was hexagram forty-seven: Kun,
exhaustion. The image associated with the
hexagram is “the lake has dried.” Well, the lake had
dried indeed. All over the country, six months of
drought had drained all small water reservoirs, and
the large ones that serviced cities were all
dangerously low. The second response, the one
that is supposed to depict how things will develop
in the future, was hexagram eight, Bi, gathering,
which is composed of the two trigrams, water over
earth.
In a few days’ time, remembering that answer gave
me goose bumps. Rainfall came at last, and it was
just as apocalyptic as the ﬁre had been. It was
water over earth all right: we moved straight from
drought to ﬂoods. From my commuter train
window I watched lawns turn into swamps, roads
turn into canals. The Nepean river, which had
gotten so low that shallows had turned into islands

all over its course, rose back up to its shores in a
matter of days. The Warragamba dam went from
thirty percent of its capacity to eighty in less than
two weeks. Roads and railways suffered further
damage; hiking trails that park managers were
hoping to reopen after the ﬁre season had to close
again because of the ﬂoods. And yet we were so
grateful; the Australian summer of ﬁre was over,
leaving us frazzled and bewildered, hearts full of
sorrow and love as we watched blackened trees
sprout tiny green leaves.
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