The Drover’s Dog Series No.3
‘Hot Dogs’  

Fire! 

A horrible alarm at anytime, but with a northerly roaring and temperatures above 42F straight from hell, the old bloke’s yelling that awful word shattered our midday stupor like a close gunshot. Since pup days, one thing DD hates is the prospect of fire. 
There’d been a nervous whiff of smoke all day and prickly CB chatter had confirmed our worst fear - fire was in the Reserve, again! The boys had been out with FESA since dawn – no dogs allowed thank heaven, so yours truly had retired gallantly to the shed and an uneasy slumber. 

Now there was bedlam. The boss hollering orders to nobody since there was only me and the old lady left at home. The Ute and its water tank were readied last night but he’d left the key in the kitchen. The old bloke doesn’t run much these days but he was running now! The ridge north of us was a line of exploding flame, black and white smoke billowing above dense scrub, fire roaring down on the crop, towards the house. 
With admirable presence of mind the old lady was already at the swimming pool, working over the Honda with vigor. The little darling fired instantly – both of us startled and relieved as the suction end went to work and the two outlet hoses went berserk, flaying around like tortured pythons. I wrestled one and she grabbed the other, directing its wonderful outpouring all over the tin roof, the verandah and me. Winston, our caged cocky kept screeching through thickening smoke ‘pretty cocky, pretty cocky’ and ‘shut the bloody gate’, as he is wont to do on lesser occasions. The old girl gave him a squirt which shut him up. The general consensus around here is that cocky imitates Ma in issuing orders re the gate. 
She had both hoses under control so I took off to see what had become of the boss. Choking smoke obscured everything, but the Ute had gone. Considering options and cursing his pig headedness, I left the shed and tried to find my way down to the gate. It was now unbearably hot and impossible to look into the searing wind – I had dried out completely and longed for the pool’s edge and Winston’s relief. Suddenly the fire was visible, roaring like an avalanche through the crop driving showers of embers on a furnace wind. Within seconds this maelstrom carried hundreds of metres onto anything flammable – and old dogs are quite flammable. Alas, I was driven back, hugging the ground trying to get better air. Then from somewhere close by, that unmistakable booming voice, deep and resonant above the blitzkrieg: 

“Where in hell’s name do ya think you’re going !?”
He looked like Mugabe after a bad night, face streaked with carbon and eyebrows fried off. Nonetheless, given the circumstances, he had never looked better! 
I was airborne onto the tray and we were out of there like singed cats. 

Back at the house there were spot fires in the garden, the woodshed was alight, the chooks were up on the verandah and Winston was again screeching orders for someone to ‘shut the bloody gate!’ The picket fence was on fire but we soon had that under control from the Ute. Meanwhile, mother had the hoses aimed high covering as much of the roof and flanks as could be reached. 
Then, as quickly as it had descended, the fire front passed and we were left watering bits and pieces still burning. The house which had otherwise been in grave peril had been saved. Its surrounds however, were left a charred, smoking moonscape. The old lady congratulating herself for a job well done, proceeded to give us both a thorough wash down since, as she put it, ‘you’re both still smouldering and disgracefully dirty’. Water never felt so good! 
“Well done, well done, - a close call”, the exhausted old bloke summed it up. 
Our relief however was instantly scuppered as a desperate call for help came over the CB from Shorty - their house was on fire! We left Ma on watch and took off in the Ute down the track through still smouldering paddocks. In one corner, a drooping huddle of charred ewes trembled out their final miserable hours while to the south a vast wall of smoke billowed to great heights, topped by beautiful cumulous battlements – stark contrasts not lost on an old dog.
Starker still was the pandemonium at Shorty’s. The house was almost gone with everything in it. A near new combine left on the fire break could not be saved. Shorty was in the process of shooting two ponies lying on the ground in the home paddock while the missus sat on an empty drum and cried. There wasn’t much we could do other than be there.

Now you may say that fire is to this country what apple pie is to the Yanks and I suppose there’s truth in that. You can call bushfires just another hazard of bush life and again I guess you’re right. But tell me why we have greatly increased the problem by quarantining huge tracts of bushland without proper management of the fire risk they represent. It’s no good muttering about ‘arson’ or ‘climate change’- these copouts only increase the risk. Surely fires are bad enough but ‘super fires’ which cook wombats in their holes, can be avoided and should be, at all costs. Controlled burning to reduce the accumulation of under storey fuel prevents super fires in dense woodland and is therefore a very sensible conservation tool. I reckon Shorty would agree.
At least that’s as it seems to this sad old dog. 
