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A week after the Black Saturday 
bushfires in Victoria, The Sunday 
Mail published a 16-page 
run-of-press liftout to mark the 
human tragedy and human
triumph of the devastating event.
The brief was to create a liftout 
that would be uniquely different 
to those published in  
competitive and interstate  
media. This meant the liftout 
had to be completed in real-time 
on the Saturday prior to Sunday  
publication to prevent any  
double-up with competitive 
media. The theme “From Hell 
to Hope’’ aimed to capture the 
events of the prior week but 
leave readers with a  
compelling belief in the ability of 
our communities and the nation 
to recover.
The challenge was to find  
images, which had not already 
been over-exposed and to use 
them in a way that captured the 
essence of the bushfires and the 
impact on people’s emotions.
The decision to focus on a small 
number of photographs made 
the image selection a vital 
element of the feature and the 
necessity to use some in full 
colour and others in mono - due 
to press constraints - added 
another layer of complexity  to 
the choices made.
The font selection - Times Classic 
and Rockwell - aimed to give the 
liftout a respectful tone and was 
carried across to the front page 
of the paper to replace the  
traditional Franklin Gothic  
tabloid treatment.
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Victoria buckles under record 
temperatures of up to 47.9C 
– the mercury rising 
ominously past the 
previous benchmark of 
45.6C, recorded on Black 
Friday, January 13, 1939.

SATURDAY
FEBRUARY 7
2009

Ten bushfi res begin to rage 
across the state’s west, 
northwest, northeast, east 
and on the fringes of 
Melbourne, with many 
residents arming themselves 
with garden hoses, buckets 
and wet blankets.

When we 
compare the 
weather that 
is forecast 
for this 
Saturday 
as against 
some of the 
classic fi re 
days of this 
state’s 
history . . . 
(it) is in fact 
worse 
Country Fire Authority  
chief offi cer 
Russell Rees
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THE DAY 
BEFORE 
HELL 
DESCENDED... 
VICTORIAN Premier John Brumby’s 
warning to his state could not have 
been more prophetic.

Brumby, fi re authorities and weather 
experts cautioned that the 
combination of searing tempera-
tures, strong winds and a country-
side left dried and withered by the 
drought had created a perfect tinder-
box ready to explode in fl ames.

“It’s the sort of day when a fi re that 
gets away won’t just damage 
property, it may well cost lives, as 
Black Friday and Ash Wednesday 
have done before,’’ Brumby said.

“So I don’t exaggerate when I say we 
need to be on alert.

“It’s just as bad a day as you can 
imagine, and on top of that the state 
is just tinder-dry so people need to 
exercise real commonsense.’’

The recipe was there, Brumby 
warned, for Saturday to be 
“the worst day in the history of the 
state’’.

The heat and winds were duly 
on their way, to deliver Australia 
the blackest day in our peacetime 
history.

By late afternoon, 14,000 
hectares are ablaze, the 
inferno fanned by 100km/h 
winds. An army of 3000 
fi refi ghters is mobilised, 
manning 500 trucks and 37 
aircraft.

Victoria’s Deputy Police 
Commissioner Kieran Walshe 
holds a press conference 
confi rming fears of an 
impending catastrophe. He 
announces 14 people have 
already been killed and up to 
40 could be lost.

As the evening came, the state 
is in chaos with 85 towns 
under siege, walls of flame 
rising 40m into the night sky, 
power lost in 100,000 homes, 
mass evacuations underway, 
roads looking like a war zone 
and families in turmoil, desper-
ate to contact loved ones in 
the affected areas.

WAR ZONE: The aftermath 
of the fi restorm that ripped 

through the hills at Yarra Glen
PICTURE: Alex Coppel
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TEARS FOR
A TOWN LOST
Residents of Marysville made the painful journey home yesterday 

to weep for a community destroyed and pray for its recovery

NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC DVD: DINOSAURS UNCOVERED $2 WITH 
TOKEN P2

VICTORIAN BUSHFIRES FEBRUARY 2009

AUSTRALIA’S WORST NATURAL DISASTER

FROM HELL 

TO HOPE

IN MEMORY OF AUSTRALIA’S WORST 
NATURAL DISASTER 16-PAGE LIFTOUT

HOME TO HEARTACHE:
Marysville residents reunited 
in grief yesterday

REPORTS P4-13

PICTURE: Alex Coppel
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VICTORIAN BUSHFIRES FEBRUARY 2009
AUSTRALIA’S WORST NATURAL DISASTER

FROM HELL 
TO HOPE

IN MEMORY OF THOSE 
WHO PERISHED
TOGETHER WITH THOSE 
WHO MUST GO ON
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Thousands of messages of 
support flood in for the army 
of firefighters who found 
themselves in the front line. 
Among the heroes were 
rescuers who stormed through 
fire to save 19 campers, 
including seven toddlers and 
babies, as flames engulfed 
them at a scenic park in 
Murrindindi.

WEDNESDAY
FEBRUARY 11
2009

Victoria Police Chief, Commis-
sioner Christine Nixon, who 
heads a new body to direct the 
rebuilding process across the 
state, reveals the grim news 
that although the final death 
toll is unknown, the coroner’s 
office has made provisions for 
300 people. She says some 
victims are so badly burned 
they may never be identified. 

I bloody 
didn’t want 
to be there. 
That fire was 
unstoppable.
I’m not a 
bloody hero. 
It’s just the 
Aussie way 
CFA captain 
Barry Mapley
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HEROES
WHILE residents desperately tried 
to fl ee the fl ames that tore the heart 
out of Victoria, a “legion of heroes’’ 
united to take on the danger.

In total, 812 Country Fire 
Authority (CFA) and 1500 
Department of Sustainability and 
Environment (DSE) fi refi ghters were 
joined by 293 others from NSW, 95 
from the ACT, 94 from Tasmania, 
110 from South Australia and 22 
from Western Australia to bravely 
battle the killer blazes.

Many of the volunteer 
fi refi ghters fought the fl ames, 
knowing that, while they were 
saving other people’s properties and 
possessions, their own houses 
were unattended, and burning 
to the ground.

Pictures of fi refi ghters break-
ing down in tears from shock and 
exhaustion, or sleeping where they 
could on the side of the road, were 
graphic reminders of the massive 
physical and emotional price paid by 
those brave men and women.

But tales of heroism from the fi res 
are not the sole domain of those 
dressed in bright orange overalls.

As is often the case, a crisis brings 
out the best in Australians, and there 
were many acts of selfl essness from 
residents who risked their own lives 
trying to help others.

Not all of those acts of selfl essness 
resulted in happy endings.

Then there were the medical staff, 
the doctors and nurses with the job 
of saving the lives of those critically 
injured, and the disaster identifi ca-
tion experts whose job it is to pick 
through the harrowing scenes of 
destruction in the search for clues 
and ultimately closure.

Police say they believe a fire 
that killed at least 21 people in 
the Gippsland area was started 
intentionally and a fire that 
began in the Churchill area is 
being treated as suspicious. 

The damage escalates with 
more than 400,000 hectares 
razed in fires across the state, 
destroying more than 1033 
properties. Fires now have a 
130km perimeter.

Australian cricketers visit com-
munities north of Melbourne 
before staging a series of  
matches to lift spirits of local 
children. Football Federation 
Australia donates $100,000 
to the bushfire appeal and the 
Socceroos donate match fees 
from their World Cup qualifier 
against Japan, while wearing 
black armbands.

ANGELS IN ORANGE: Exhausted 
fi refi ghters rest on the side of the road 

at Taggety, near Marysville
PICTURE: Stephen Henderson
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Heartwarming tales of family 
reunions rise from the ashes. 
Couple Bill and Sherrill Carta, 
who feared each other had 
been lost after fl eeing the 
fl ames at Kinglake, Bill on a 
motorbike and Sherrill with 
their two dogs in a car, are 
miraculously reunited at the 
Alfred Hospital.

TUESDAY
FEBRUARY 10
2009

THE 
HUMAN TOLL
TRAGEDY does not discriminate.

Young and old, rich and poor, 
average folk and well-known 
celebrities – the fury of the fi res 
claimed them all.

From 78-year-old legendary 
television newsreader Brian Naylor, 
to helpless eight-month-old Alexis 
Davey who perished alongside her 
parents and three-year-old sister 
Jorja, those caught in the fi re’s path 
never stood a chance.

It is hard to believe it now, but when 
Victoria went to bed on Saturday 
night, the number of confi rmed dead 
was 14, with grave fears that the fi nal 
fi gure could reach 40.

If only. Barely 24 hours later, the 
number of confi rmed dead had 
grown to 76.

It was only the beginning.

Each day, the death toll was revised. 
Each day, it grew to a fi gure much 
more horrifi c than the last. 

And with each daily revised total 
of fatalities came a new forecast 
estimate of a fi nal death toll.

With every new day, those horrible 
predictions were made to look sadly 
optimistic.

Sadly, the true human toll of this 
disaster may never be known.

Aside from the lives that were lost, 
there is the huge strain on those left 
behind.

Relatives and friends must cope with 
their loss, and the knowledge that 
some victims may never be found, 
while trying to rebuild their own lives.

And then there are the memories of 
surivivors and emergency service 
crews, some physically scarred by 
burns, and many more who will have 
to carry with them the scenes of 
unimaginable horror they left behind.

The historic Victorian town of 
Marysville, northeast of 
Melbourne, emerges as the 
tragic heart of Saturday’s 
inferno, with fi re chiefs 
fearing up to 100 of its 519 
residents have been lost.

Amazing stories of heroism 
are revealed, including the 
against-all-odds survival 
of 94-year-old Jack Powell, 
saved by his great-nephew 
Steve, who used his body to 
shield Jack from the inferno.

Sam becomes the most 
famous koala in the world 
after being pictured 
accepting a drink from 
fi refi ghter David Tree. 
Wildlife experts announce 
that 10,000 native animals 
have fallen victim to the 
bushfi re tragedy.

Australians around the 
country show their 
compassion for victims of 
the devastating bushfi res, 
raising millions of dollars in 
aid. The fund is launched by 
the Victorian Government 
in partnership with the 
Red Cross and The Federal 
Government.

We will fi nd 
more bodies 
as we gain 
access to 
different 
parts of the 
fire areas. 
So far we 
have found 
people in 
cars. 
We have 
found 
people 
on their 
properties, 
in paddocks. 
We’ve found 
others in 
their houses. 
It covers the 
whole range
Victorian Police 
Commissioner 
Christine Nixon

SURVIVORS: Karen Bodycott-Seymour 
comforts her son Jaxson, 9, in the ruins 
of their house at Kinglake
PICTURE: Jon Hargest
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WITH COURAGE 
LET US ALL COMBINE
TO ADVANCE 
AUSTRALIA FAIR
FROM SECOND VERSE OF OUR NATIONAL ANTHEM


