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TIE GIDGEGANNUF FIRE

(1} INTRODUCTION.,

The Gldgegannup fire commenced in the early after— 4y
noon of Vednesday, lst March, on or about property owned "
by A. Goldman and cauped extensive damoge in the Gidge~ .
gannup, Herne H1ll and Baskerville districets during the |
lst, 2nd and 3rd days of March, 1961, I

The fire wap the subject of a Coronial Inquiry into ,
the oouse and origin., Evidence oolleoted by the Police -
Dspartment end presented in the Coronerts Gourt has been
uged extensively in reporting on the development and
suppression action employed on this fire. The pesition
of the fire perimeter hos been drawn for various times
during the course of the fire and can be seen on the plan B
attoched to this report. From this plan the progreasive f’
movement of the fire con be folleowed and this allows & true pit
appreciation of the strategy employed by the suppression L 8
forcesn.

The fire area lies North~east of Midland Junction
and spproached to within five miles of thet town. The 3‘
general location of the aream im shown .on a plan attached

to this report. - -

(2) CAUSE.

A thunderstorm passed over the Gidgegannup area
around 5 p.m, on Saturday, 25th February, 1961, A
lightning strike on a dead ring-~barked Jarrah tree
caused a fire to start high up in the crown of ths tree.

The owner of the property on which this lightning ?
fire oeccurred had the tree felled on the followling day A
after being advis.d to do so by his local Firs Control Y
Officer., In direct contravention of various provisions e
of the Bush Firce Act, the property owner made no attempt A)
to extingulsh the fire and, in faot, used the existing :
fire as an excuse to heap up and burn other logs and tree il
tops in the vicinity of the fallen trea. ;.

These heaped logs and tree tops contired to burn
out and smoulder for several days. On Wednesday,
lat March, under very atrong easterly winds and dangerous
fire weather conditions, a spark or burning ember from
these heaps ignited dry grasse in their vicinity end in
the absence of the property owners, the Gldgegannup fire
commenced to burn rapidly in a vegt~gsouth-westerly
direction towards Herne Hill.

(3)  FUEL TYPES. - n}«.,g

Y 21l

The area through which the Gidgegannup fire burnt : f@%

is mainly & low quelity jarrah-marri forest. It has ~4
been heavily logged in the papt and burnt at frequent O
intervals, As a consequence the forcst is relatively I
open and woyld allew much greater wind movement than o
normally experienced in a high quality jarrah forest. K

The entire area is held under private ownership and
in in the process of development to cleared rasture land. ;
Thepe cleared oress are scattered throughout and allowed o
rapid movement of the head fire in the dry groasslands, ;




Tree cover on the Darling escarpment 1s very
eparse and the fuel type consiste mainly of a shrubby
vegetation 4 ~ 6' high, with scattered jarrah and marri
regrowth 15 - 20' high. The escarpment area is burnt . '
fairly frequently and so the smount of fuel available
for burning is not graeat. T e '

: The btush throughout the fire area could not be
clapsed am dirty due to the frequency of bushfires
in this district and the oldest fuel would not exoced
5 - 7 years, The average heights of the forest stand
would be around 40 - 50°¢, T s

(4) DEVELOPMENT OF THE FIRE.

(a) Wednenday, lst March,

The fire commenced major sproad from just north
of Goldman's house at about 12,35 p.m. Driven by
a very strong E-N,E, wind averaging around 23 m.p.h,
the headfire spreaed rapidly in a west-south-westerly dir-
ection. The headfire orossed Reserve Road at about
2.45 p.m, end Reen Rond &t obout 3,20 p.m, Boetween
Reen Road end O'Brien's Roed, Gidgegannup Creek runs
in an slmost north-~south direction. -. The headfira e
was thus outting almost directly across the topography. -
This factor does not seem to have affected the rate of
forward progress of the fire to any great extent as the
headfire roached 0'Brien's Road at about 4.30 p.m,
Between 3 p.m., and 4 p.m. the headfira was travelling at
about 165 ohains per hour, which is an extremely fast
rate of spread through low eucalypt forest on relatively
level ground.

As the fire was appronching 0'Brien's HRoad, local
fire oontrol officers and bush Tire trigade members
nade sn attempt to backburn from the 'eastern side of
the road in an endeavour to halt the headfire, ' Shortly
after theee backburning operations commenced, the fire
Junped to the western side of O'Brien's Road a short
distance to the south of the backburn, and continued burning
in a west south-westerly direction towards Couaing'
property. This new headfirs either resulted from a
breakaway of the backburn or was caused by a spot or
spot fires thrown from the main headfire, which at this
stage would be some 70 chains east of the road. = .

The headfire entered the north-esstern corner of

.Coupin's proparty around 4,15 p.m. and by % p.m. wan

nearing his western boundary.

From 5 p.m, onwards the wind velocity started to
decline and the rate of spread was drastically reduced
due both to the decreasing wind velocity, inoremsed
fuel molmture gontent and the fact thot the headfire
had now reached the edge of the Darling escarpment and
:as burning downhill in a generally lighter vegetation

yre. - o
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By 8 p.m. the headfire entercd the eastern’ edge :
of Ghannall's propsrty and by 10 p.m, had reached the: '
western aide of the property. From 6 p.m. to Q Pt -5
the rate of spread of tho headfire had declined to-spproxi-
mately 29 ahnfnn per hour, Some time pravicusly the head-
fire hnad beon inepeotod by bushiire brigade officers from
the Herne Hill=Bagkerville aroa &nd these brigades
cormenced & baockburn from Haddrill' Road north-east to
Hell Brow,.' proparty nt around 10 p.m. -~ By this timoe the
hendfire hd ntarted to widen out ocoming down the esocarp-
mont and was sbout 30~40 chains from improved pasture
country and vineyards on the coastsal plain. Apparently
the headfire and backfire ioincﬁ nround 11 p.m. end loosal
brigades then fought the fire rrogressively aouthwards
during the night as it came down the escarpment on to
improved country. ‘ IR S P PR

. The wind velooity had inorensed in around - -
11 pem. ond continued to dlow between 20-~24 m.p.h.-
from midnight until 6 a.m. the next morming.

~ (b) Fhursday, 2nd Meroh.

- By 6 a.n. the fire had eprosd slowly southwards
ond had oxrossed Susamnah Brook. With inoreasing terper—
atures and decreasing humidity this side mpread inercased
undoxr & moderately strong but somewhat dacreasing wind .
velooity, By 11 a.m., the fire entored property owmed by
Burgess snd Morris and remched Camporic Road by 12 noon.
Exospt for one minor breakaway, local brigades hald the
firs nlong Camporic Rond and protected improved pesture
lends for aone dintance wup Susannah Prook, & . -

At around 2 p.m, the overall fire position was
o8 followa g~ ' S

(1) The head of the fire on thoﬁweatein face -
vwas held genarally along the edgoe of the foothille on a
%ine running north from around Jomes Read to the Swan

ver, I

(11)  The rerimeter west of O'Brien Rond wag
burning slowly as a slde fire towardo Tood¥ Road and
was atill largely uncontrolled. It wap o g{i between
40~60 ohaina north of Toodyay Rond end was a very .
dangerous face 1f the wind dircotion changed to a moro
northerly component. - R L

~ - {441) Tho pection botwaen O'Brien Road And‘:j:-
Gidgeganmp had been controlled by local brigades and wap
conpiﬂerod“to be nafe. R .

(iv)  The sootion east of O0idgeganmup was still
burning clowly as a side fire and also considered a
dangerous throat to breaking aorons Toodysy Road, "

(v) The northern section from the poiﬁt of -
origin to Reen Road had been controlled by looal-
brigados. : R
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(vi) The seotion from Reen Road across to O'Brien el
Road and westward to the Swan River was stlll burning R
slowly in patches but was conaldered relatively safe as it - y
wan progrenaing in very light two-year—old fuel againat -‘L} N
the wind. Gl C . e

Weather conditions were ptill very severe at .. } “ﬁ
this stage with a temperature at 101 degrees Foy R om 74
relative humidity 17% and the wind velocity at 17 m.p.h. 0
from the east north-east. . : C e oL

. Brigades were diracted on to the seotor east of .
Gidgegannup end this edge was brought under temporary
control in the forested country.

Extensive planning was begun for a backburn to be -
undertaken from the foothills on Camperic Road along fy
Toodyay Road to O'Brien Roud. Heavy congenirations ‘
of manpower and equipment vere assembled for the oper-
ation, which commenced around 5.,3C p.m. The bura : ;
proceeded very slowly, dus to the severe weather condi- . i
.. tions and the fact that there were many improved _

? holdings and unocoupied buildings whioh had to be ' s
carefully burnt around. A% 6 p.m., shortly after the
backburn commenced, the temperaturs was still 99 degrees
F.,lielative humidity 19% and the wind east north-cast
at MePehe . - . ‘ :

(¢)  Priday, 3rd March.
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The fire ocontinued o very slow side-spread during ..
the early hours of the morning., The wind inoreased - .-
in velooity during the night and was blowing at
20 m.p.h. botween 3} - 4 p.m, From midnight onwards, .
the wind dirsotion commenced to back alowly and by - R
4 a,m, was blowing from the nerth-east., Thie increased I e
the diffioultles belng experienced on the backburn along - Pty
Toodysy Rond, as the wind was carrying burning embers - .
soross the road into unburnt ground on the southerm -
side and numerous hopovers were being experienced.

These were guiokly suppressed.

By 5 a.m. the backburn had reached a point some i
$ = € mile went of O'Brien Road. At 6 a.m. & further ., . " |
backbwrn wae run from this point north to Burgess Road. ‘
Diffioultics were experienced on this burn due to the .
need for careful burning around pasture and fam buildings
and the need to protect the main P.M.G. telephone line,
The Clackline Dush Fire Brigade 4id an excellont job .
of controlling this burn. The burm was completed by .
aromnd 9 a.m, and the south-western sector becanme H
reasonably safe. S ﬂ‘g

¥

., From § a.m. onwards, the wind started to'baek o %EI
mor northerly and by ll a.m. was blowing from the
north nortl-east between 19~20 m.,p.h, A dangerous |
breakaway ocourred on the seotor east of Gldgegannup - - }
sround § a.m. and a strongly burning head commenced L E

]
%
!
|
l

fairly rapid progresa towarda Toodyay Road. . The
breakaway ococurred in timbered country where a weakly-
held backburn had becn put in the previocuas day. Some -
30-40 men were diverted to this meotor and the firs was
:;ég on Toodyay Road and was made reasonably safe by

i S e
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By middey on Friday 3rd, the entire perimeter was
held and no xunning fire existed. At around 4.15 p.nm.
the wind changed suddenly from a north nor@h;gast to a
westorly and:then south-westerly direction: ''At the o
time of this ohunge, the northern perimeter'broke away '
betwaen:-Reserve Rosd end Reen Road and*commenoqg’burp;pﬁ
in & north-easterly direotion.: Local brigades‘theu*ﬁ{}wﬁ
commenced a backburn aleng Reserve Road down to’Weoroleo "
Brook and back up.Reen Road, & distance of Bome 5 miles,
The operation was oompleted by 2 a.m."Saturday,’ 4th' Maroch,
and the breakaway was oontained betwesn the'two roadwi
From this poin?’onnnrua.no'rgrthpr“?f?aggygwgiﬁppgyggd.

w2 Jrrras vy

“ (a) - Baturday, 4th March, " i ‘. ini o

LTS £

By 2,30 a.m., after the Remerve Road backburn '’
was oompleted, all outside brigade personnel left
the area and mopping up angpatrol work was lefi to
loocal brigade members. A complete inspection of the
fire aren was made by Bush Fires Beard Wardens between”
5 =8 a.m. and future patrol operatione planned with the
looal brigades, Control of the fire was then hended = °7
back to the' Swan-Guildferd Bhire, {3 l0 ¥ 700 nieadnt,

(5) CQONTROL OF FIRE FIGHTING OPERATIONS.UfFa .
The initial control of the Gidgegannup fire wase .
handled by local brigades and fire control officers of
the Swan-Guildford Shire, This phane embraced the
perled from the commencement of the fire at 12,40 p.m,
on Wednesday, 1at March, until after 12 noon;on-Thursday,
2nd Meroh. During this period the fire made ite major
run with the wind and 4id most propsrty damage.

. 1a

Prom sround 3,30 a.m. on Thursday, 2nd March, the
State Bmergenoy Organisation became concerned at’{he
serious pituatlon and the Police Commiselioner arranged to
get up an smergency firs headquarters at Midland Junotion.
-During Thursday morning, the Minister for Lands and Foresis
ingtructed the Under Seoretary of Lande to assume respon=-
silbility for the ocontrol of the fire, - 3l "+7- :

During that afterncon, the Forests Department
made a senlor officer available to assiat with operational
dutles at Midland Junetion and the Bush Fires Board
made two wardens available. The State Emergensy Scrvice
orgoniged outside assistance from the srmed services and
petrol companies in the form «f petrol tanke used for
water=-oarrying purposes. Aspeistance from outeide bush
fire brigaden was organiped by the Bush Fires Board.

This outside equipment and men were undoubtedly
welcomed by the local brigades who had borne the bt of
the initial suppression action and they were used to
advantage on backburning operations and patrol.

Nothing, however, should detract from the fmot that
the major suppression job on this fire was handled by bri-
gedes of the Swan-Guildford Shire and, under the weather
condltions prevailing, kept the burnt area to within
reagonable limits. But for the fact that the wind direction
held remsarkably stesdy from an east north-east direction
throughout most of the fire, the suppression job mey have
been much harder and the fire may have done heavy damage
- %o populated areas aouth of the Toodysy Road.




"(6) METEOROLOGICAL CONDITIONS.

... The weather during the oocurse of this fire was
governed largely by sn intensive tropioal oyclone moving
southward from the Kimberly area. It passed inland
near Roebourne on March lst and sgain crossed the coast,
seaward, south of Carnarvon on March 3rd. The asscciated
‘west coast trough coused extreme heat in the South- .
Yestern distriots with strong and sustained easterly
winds whioh backed slowly to the north-east and north
‘as the trough deepened off the ocoast,’ The flow of
continental sir was extremely dry and even nocturnal
humidities were very low. This period produced

more extreme burning conditions than 41d the January

or February fire periods, but was fortunately of shorter
duration. ‘

The meteorological conditions which prevalled
during the Gidgegannup fire are given in the following
+tables. Data is taken f£rom the Perth Weather Bureau
and should be indicative of the conditions experienced in

the fire area, which lies some 20 miles to the northteast.

ST R BTS2

Table 1, . Meteorological Conditions recorded at
- Perth Weether Bureau on Wednesday,
1st March, 1961. S

Time Temp, Relative " Wind

. Humidity  Direction Velooity
% S m.p.h.
0300 18 53 - ESE 14
0600 75 56 OB [ 15
0900 83 36 ENE .- .%o 220
1200 98 12 ENB .22

i,‘“uu met 52 mopaha
at 1335 hre.)

1500 102 13 ENE 20
1800 98 12 ENE 17
2100 92 17 RRE 13

2400 89 17 ENE 23

et vy el




Table 2.

Pime .- Temp.‘ Rolative | . .o Wind S

U Ter . Mumiddty . Diraction Yelooity
4 * .. s ,“,‘.,:.:i “a HH’; n.p. . “
o0 . &3 2 |

0 ’ (Max. guat 43 m.p.h.

1 . R L FE R a-t o‘ 9 hru. v "Q"' L'Tx'.‘.
0600 79 33 .o CUERB T ihueiddd 4 unch»
0500 - 83 n ‘ ' .
1200~ - 93 22
1500 100 17
1800 99 .+ 19"

2100 92 23 .
2400 90 19

-T ‘u-"'

Meteorologiocnl Conditions recorded at

.-: Perth %¥eather Bureau on. .’t‘h.tu'mlil.y;,r ;.,'

-.2nd Maych, 196l. - -

Teble 3. 'Meteorological Conditions’ reoorded .t

Perth Weather Buresu on Pxiday.

-3rd Maxrch, 1961.

\! H
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oonaiderable significance in axfeoting the tire behaviour
on this fire s- -

12% rempeotively.
vas at @ oritically low value and, combined with & strong

starting was very high and once started. ‘the rnta of e

Time :+: Temps. -: Relative WAInda o e
. Go O Funldsdy, s Dirpoﬂm cqVelosity.,
X :_. LT ﬁ‘,_;_‘_,. ' ) %] . . :%.n'p’.?‘.‘?) [
0300 i . : 88 19. . ENE i ",.' ::::?.1‘2‘0 oty I
0600 S 87 ' ' 21 i5f—-‘ ' NE ’ LR 17 et R '
0900 - 92 22 E Va9t
o .o . (Max guat 46 m.p.h.
o at 1030 hrs.)
1200 © 100 27 CFNR - o v ot
1500 . 105 2 ~NNB
1800 ! 41 LELA
2100 84 5T 8
2400 82 59 Calm v
Seferal fnofors 1nherentrinrfhelébdvé;aétﬁ";eﬂbf

!

(1) The temperature and relstive humidaty
the time  of commencement of the fire were 100°F, and
Thua, the fuel moisture eontent

wind with guets reaching 52 m.p.h., the chance of a fire

spread. would be extreme.
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(2) Overnight temperature and humidity conditions
on the 1lot-2nd Keroh were very severae and gave the
suppression forces little or no chance of effective
fire suppresslon, Conbined with the high temperatures
and low relative humidity, winds remained very strong.
Overnight temperature and humidity oonditions on the
2nd=-3ird March were even more acvers, although the wind
veloolty was a 1ittle lower,

(3) One of thie major factors which alded suppression
action on this fire wes the remarkably constant wind direc-
tion., The wind blew constantly from en east north-
eagt direction from 8 am. on March let until 2 a.m. on
March 3rd ~ n period of 42 hours. This allowed little
side movement nf the fire and materlally aided oontrol
of the flanks. If the wind had backed quickly to the
north-gast or north, it ies almoot certeln that the
pouthern flank of the fire would have croased Toodyay
Road on a broad face and burnt into more densely populated
areas around Parkerville, Stoneville and other towms along
the Great Fastern Highway.

By the time the wind started to back northerly
around 10 a.m. on Friday, 3rd Merch, mest of the
southern flank was under control along firmly established
backburning linen,

(4) Due to the extreme fire denger which existed
at the time of outbrealt of the fire, the ruta of forward
progreas vag very rapld and it 1s doubtful 1f any fire
suppreasion action would be eucceasful in stopping the
headfirs under suoh conditions. Certainly any backburning
eperation against the headfire would have 1ittle or no
chance of succens and could be very dangerous. However,
under a constant strong wind suppression sction on the
flenks presents llttle diffioulty.

(5) Another noteworthy feature of the weather con~
ditions during thie perlod was the tendenoy for wind
velocity to increase during the night., This effect 1s
rrobably caused by night-time radiational cooling on
the platean country eaat of the Darling escasrpment
which sets up & downslepe flow towsrds the coast.
Generally fire fighting sirategy dependes very largely
on the fuct that winde will moderate during the night
end allow easler suppression action. Along the Darling
esoarpment this 1s not generally the ease and nocturnal
winda are frequently as strong, 1f not atronger, than .
daytime winds. This was a feaiure of wind patterns
during the Dwellingup fires in Janusary snd was one of
the major contributing couses in the suppression difficulty
experlenced on those fires., _

(7) FIRE BEHAVIQUR.

Fire behaviour on the Gldgegennup fire was quite
typical of a fire burming in low quality dry sclerophyll
Eueslypt forest under the meteorological conditions
experienced. .




é (=) Rate of Porward Progreap of the Fires . -

The rats of forward progrese during the initisl stages
: of tho fire is given in Table 4, Data 1s not extended .
g beyond 10 p.m, on the firast day so the headfire was oy
: controlled slong the Swan vineyard balt and most subsequent Y
spresd from this time onwerds was side movement.ef the |

[

ecuthern flank. .. . e e L?w'
Tablade ROl ot RO ey T L eEeR
- Tige Distenca from point Forword Progross
. of origin in chalns per hour, i
; ' (niles) 1
. T . T I i
1240 Etart Ce e '
1300 B S
1400 +58 i ey 58
1500 2.7% s 142 -
1600 | 4,85 0 1 UTTI166 T ¢
100 - 7.25 S SR TSR ¢ B
1800 = 8.07 L ee
1900 8.45 T L ¢ 7 I y‘
2000 8.72 24 i
2100 8.9 - .. can @ 4
2200 | 9,20 S e

o
L
L

. A

Hotes (1) Thin includen a probable breakaway from

' ‘ 6 banskburn alorg O'Hrien Read. The
aotual spread of the main headfire was
approximatoly 92 o.p.he - o o wen

(2) Fron 1800 hrs. onwards the headfire commonced
4o turn down the Darling esoarpmont and .
was alao in B genexrally lighter fuel type,

(b) * Ares_inorsase of thﬂ_oiﬂ!“ AT

|
|
The arsea burnt by the fire at varicus time intervals g
1n given in Table 5. During the initial.frae burning. = . j
;
b
3

p:;iod of the fire, area increassd as ths square of the
$time, C ' e oy

_ Iaple 5. Aren bumt at varlons time intervals
- during the eourae of the Gldgeganmyp

P%rﬂo
Data ime . . Area . . . "Inoreas;f?d}
: : (aos) ... ~ hour ..,
! o (aee) L i
1/3/61 1240 0 0 8
1300 14 42 | *
1400 80 66 1‘
1500 400 320 ;




- 10 -

Date Time Aren = Increase per

{ace) - <" hour
" (aes) -
1/3/61 1700 1632 c 862
contin, ,
1800 2450 . 818
2100 4160 | 570
2400 6650 . 830 (1)
2/3/61 0600 9900 542
4/3/61 0300 18250 -

Note (1) Baeckburning operations along the
foothills had materially inoreamsed
the area after 2200 hras, .

(o) GCeneral Notes on fire behaviour.

(a) The etrong constant east south-east wind
drove the headfire straight across the topography and
the direction of travel was related directly to the
wind direotion, The headfire was extremely narrow
and side spread was very slow at around 8 = 10 chaina
per hour, compared to the forward spread of around
160 chains per hour, .

(b) The headfire region only started to widen
out when the fire commenced a downhill run along the
Darling esoarpment. AlBo, by this time wind velocity
had dropped considerably and this would allow grenter
side spread, By 2200 hours two separate heads had
developed and the frce was around 1 mile wide.

(e¢) fThere seems 1ittle doubt that the fire was
epotting heavily between 1500-1600 hours, possibly up
to 80 chains ahead, However, there is no evidence to
suggest that 1t was spotting ahead to any great distance
on its run down the esosrpment. : PR

{d) An examination of the hemdfire region between
1400-1600 hours on Wednesday lst Maroh, shows that
the fire was not fully crvowning i.e. the leaves were
not being entirely consumed by the fire. Thia faot may
indicate that under vory strong wind velocities the flames
are thrown forward % such an acute angle that the tree
orowns are not consumed, emen though the rate of spraad
is extremely high for a forest fuel type.

(8) FIRE DAMAGE.

The area through which the Gldgeganmup fire burnt
is mainly poor quality timbered land in the process
of conversion to agriocultural holdings, .Coneequently
the area of oleared country is not very great and damage
to pasture, stock and improvements caused by the fire
was relatively light.
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The following is on estimate mnde of the dnmage. o i;_.-;
Flgur:e of improvement losses are those estimated by IR
the property owner and quoted in the Coronial Inguiry. . )
The total area covered by the fire was 18,250 acres. SRR
_ e | : ,
(1) Houses, furniture, personal . E,"L
effects (1 housa) s.eeees 2,000 . f :I"
(2) Sheds, yards and form equip- o
ment LE AN N ENENEEEREENENRNEENNENEN) 1'9% !
(3) Fenoin& IR E RN ENERNE NNNENNEREN] 1'050 "‘
(4) Loos of improved pasture - N 7
1500 scres @ £2, per acre 3,000 .
. o
(5) Loss of unimproved pasture - . sl
4000 nores & £1. per mcre 4,000
(6) Loss of stock ~ nil - _
(7) Miscellaneous  +.....ees 1,000 z
(8} Damage to 13,000 acres low .
quality timbered land @ ‘ -
1/~ per acre 650 ; .f.d"".'i
..
TOTAL ,.....s £13,600, f%'
R
g8
o
It is estimated that approximately 8,000 man K
hours were expended by volunteer firefighters in supp- B
ressing the fire. To this figure muat be added
wear and tear on vehicles and egquipment. £ conser-
vative estimate of the fire suppression cost would B
be £6,000, N
|4
|
A
¥y
;









