“ Bush Fire!

Three boys are camping in the Australian
bush. The weather is very hot and there is a
dry north wind. In the middle of the night,
Graham accidentally knocks over a bottle of
methylated spirits, which catches fire.

‘It’s burning,” howled Graham.

A blue flame snaked from the little heater

up through the rocks towards the bottle in
the boy’s hand; or at least that was how it
seemed to happen. It happened so swiftly
it may have deceived the eye. Instinctively,

to protect himself, Graham threw the bottle

away. There was a shower of fire from its
neck, as from the nozzle of a hose.
‘Oh my gosh,’ yelled Wallace and tore off

his sleeping-bag. ‘Harry!” he screamed. ‘Wake

up, Harry!’

They tried to stamp on the fire, but
their feet were bare and they couldn’t
find their shoes. They tried to smother it
with their sleeping-bags, but it seemed
to be everywhere. Harry couldn’t even
escape from his bag; he couldn’t find
the zip fastener, and for a few awful
moments in his confusion between sleep
and wakefulness he thought he was in
his bed at home and the house had burst
into flames around him. He couldn’t come
to grips with the situation; he knew only
dismay and the wildest kind of alarm.
Graham and Wallace, panicking, were
throwing themselves from place to place,
almost sobbing, beating futilely at the
widening arc of fire. Every desperate blow

they made seemed to fan the fire, to scatter

it farther, to feed it.
‘Put it out,” shouted Graham. ‘Put it out.’
It wasn’t dark any longer. It was a
flickering world of tree trunks and twisted
boughs, of scrub and saplings and stones,
of shouts and wind and smoke and frantic
fear. It was so quick. It was terrible.
‘Put it out,” cried Graham, and Harry
fought out of his sleeping-bag, knowing
somehow that they’d never get it out by
beating at it, that they’d have to
get water up from the creek.

m But all they had was a four-pint
billy-can.

The fire was getting away from them in
all directions, crackling through the scrub
down-wind, burning fiercely back into the
wind. Even the ground was burning: grass,
roots and fallen leaves were burning,
humus was burning. There were flames on
the trees, bark was burning, foliage was
flaring, flaring like a whip-crack; and the
heat was savage and searing and
awful to breathe.

‘We can’t, we can’t,’” cried Wallace.
‘What are we going to do?”’

‘Oh, gee,” sobbed Graham. He was
crying and he hadn’t cried since he was
twelve years old. ‘What have I done?
We've got to get it out!’

Harry was scrambling around wildly,
bundling all their things together. It
was not just that he was more level-
headed than the others; it was just that
he could see the end more clearly, the
hopelessness of it, the absolute certainty
of it, the imminent danger of encirclement,
the possibility that they might be burnt
alive. He could see all this because he
hadn’t been in it at the start. He wasn’t
responsible; he hadn’t done it; and now he
was wide awake he could see more clearly.
He screamed at them, ‘Grab your stuff and
run for it.” But they didn’t hear him or didn’t
want to hear him. They were blackened,
their feet were cut, even their hair was
singed. They beat and beat, and the fire
was leaping into the tree-tops, and there
were no black shadows left, only bright
light, red light, yellow light, light that was
hard and cruel and terrifying, and there
was a rushing sound, a roaring sound,
explosions, and smoke, smoke like a

~ hot red fog.

‘No,” cried Graham. ‘No, no, no.” His
arms dropped to his sides and he shook
with sobs and Wallace dragged him
away. ‘Oh, Wally,” he sobbed. ‘What have
I done?

‘We've got to get out of here,” shouted
Harry. ‘Grab the things and run.’

‘Our shoes!’ cried Wallace. ‘Where
are they?’ ...

‘For Pete’s sake run!’ shouted Harry.



