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We take a look at how the resilient Blue Mountains
community is coming together to support those
affected by the October bushfires.
By Anne McLeod

T

hose who live in the Blue Mountains know how precarious and
diverse our weather conditions can be - violent storms bring down
huge trees onto roofs and power lines causing electrical blackouts.
October 2012 saw the biggest snow dump in decades stopping train
services on the Western line when overburdened trees fell across tracks.
Traffic on the Great Western Highway came to a standstill for several
hours stranding motorists in the freezing cold while road blockages were
cleared. Long years of drought alternate with times of torrential rain and
flooding. Yet, it is the history and threat of bushfire that looms largest in
the consciousness of most residents, forming part of the very fabric of our
landscape.
These environmental crises bring out an army of volunteers to assist
the affected. Community organisations such as the State Emergency
Service, Rural Fire Service and Search and Rescue Units exist to respond
specifically to catastrophic natural events. But when disaster strikes
there is also an informal and equally valuable response by the general
community.
The ferocious October bushfires destroyed over two hundred homes
in the Blue Mountains. In the days and weeks following, the general
community were moved to make whatever gesture they could to help
alleviate the impact of the fires on the affected residents and aid in their
recovery.
Six weeks after the bushfires a community recovery picnic day was held
at Winmalee High School. It was an opportunity for the local residents to
relax, be entertained and have fun. ABC Local Radio broadcast a cricket
game between the Springwood Cricket Club and the Warrimoo and Valley
Heights Rural Fire Brigade volunteers, supplemented by sports stars.
Meanwhile, the school grounds were filled with volunteer groups
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he impact of bushfires can have a lasting impact on the communities affected. Relationships
Australia NSW is now offering a free counselling service for families, couples, individuals and
communities affected by the 2013 bushfires in the Blue Mountains.
“The impact of extended fear, losing your home, disruption to routine or significant changes in
your community can be significant and long term,” said Meghan Bailey from Relationships Australia
NSW. “The people affected by the 2013 Blue Mountains bushfires may still be struggling to come to
terms with their loss and may need a little extra support.”
Services are available in various locations in the Mountains including Katoomba and the
Springwood area. To access the free counselling service, phone Relationships Australia Bathurst
on 6333 8888 or Penrith on 4728 4800. Let the staff know you are calling about the free bushfire
counselling support.
“As well as seeking counselling and support for ourselves it’s important to be a little more gentle
and a whole lot more forgiving of those near to us at these times – whether they are friends, family,
neighbours or strangers,” Ms Bailey said.
“We don’t have to look hard to find the great wealth of opportunities people have found to be
extraordinary in a crisis. The depth of compassion, courage and generosity expressed in response to
unthinkable tragedy is evident everywhere we turn.”
People who have lost everything have found the inspiration to rebuild - not just their homes, but
their connectedness to each other. Entire communities can be devastated but this does not stop
them from offering a helping hand. Crises give us the opportunity to surprise ourselves and each
other with our resilience and capacity to reach out. Through crises, local and international neighbours
have the opportunity to show compassion and care; to be inspired by the remarkable strength and
determination of survivors; and to be moved by the plight of their fellow human beings.
Relationships Australia offers counselling, parenting education and community support in over
200 locations nationally. All services are confidential and provided by counsellors experienced in
supporting individuals and families. For more information call Relationships Australia on 1300 364 277
or visit www.nsw.relationships.com.au.

offering an array of services. Students from various Sydney colleges were
giving free massages, facial and make up sessions, family photographs
and Christmas hampers. Rotary volunteers manned fundraising BBQ’s
and the Buddhist Compassionate Relief Tzu Chi Foundation generously
offered plates of hot spring rolls and noodles with warm, gentle smiles.
When asked why they were here the general response by the
volunteers was that they “just wanted to help out”. Their intention was
to uplift the locals by giving them time out from the trauma of dealing
with the aftermath of the fires and the long path ahead. Inside the school
hall a massage student working hard on a pair of shoulders said, “We
want the locals to have one day where they don’t have to think about the
worst things.”
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Now that the emergency is over some of the locals who were severely
affected by the fires are finding it difficult to relax their guard. The
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residual fear and ongoing threat continues to impact the community and
individuals at a deep level. This of course includes the children. Winmalee
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High School’s Principal Katrina Middlebrook recounts how forty students
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lost their homes, while the homes of another eighteen were damaged.
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“Students who have friends affected are the second tier that’s hard to
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track. It’s all their relatives and friends, the branches throughout the
community, because it is a tight community”.
District Guidance Officer Rosemary Glassock, whose team of 10 school
counsellors supports 29 schools in the Blue Mountains region, hands out
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material related to the emotional impact of the bushfires on children.
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Typical responses to abnormal events such as this are fear and anxiety,
anger and confusion, denial, guilt and shock. Behaviours could include
eating and sleeping less or more, irritability, withdrawing from people
or activities, nightmares, changes in thinking and learning ability (brain
fog). Rosemary noted, “Many kids are traumatised by seeing the fire or the
destroyed houses even if their own house is OK.”
Among the many services being offered in the weeks following the
bushfires was a “Regeneration” writing workshop led by Blackheath
resident Joyce Kornblatt. Held at the Insight Meditation Centre in Medlow
Bath this day of reflection was free to anyone who wanted to work
through the emotional impact of the fires. Joyce was moved to offer this
workshop through personal experience.

(,+!6+3%7#%.0!%7(%1+3!
1.0,6#3+0!$+0(3%8+$!%*+3!(9%!
,.&$3+$!,%-+04
“As someone who has lost much of a house in a fire, I know what a
complex process recovery is. After these fires I was so moved by what
people were being asked to face and the people who were coming forward
with offers of help. A lot of it was material help, free services being offered,
like people offering their homes. I asked myself what I could offer and I
thought, ‘Well, I’m a writer and a trained psychotherapist and I have offered
therapeutic writing workshops in the past, I could do that.’
I was very gratified that so many people came forward, including
one couple who had lost everything and a woman from Sydney who
had contacted me saying, “I don’t live in the mountains but I’m having
nightmares.”
As a former Professor of English and Creative Writing, Joyce chose
poems to read out during the workshop that helped the participants to
attune to their feelings and share thoughts related to the precariousness
of life.
Reflecting on the state of survivor’s mental health Joyce explained,
“We all know about the Fight or Flight response to terror but just
as common, yet not often recognized, is Freeze. Fight and Flight are
obvious because they’re active, but Freeze is difficult to acknowledge or
explain. Other people can’t understand why you won’t act to change your
circumstances, to ‘just get over it’.
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otondo Homes have been very privileged to have been
asked to rebuild the homes of some of our local bushfire
victims.
From a pile of debris to a clean and tidy building site, the job now
begins of rebuilding the lives and homes of those affected.
Our expert knowledge of all things bushfire has made
progress easy for those whose development applications have
already been assessed by council and are now waiting to begin
construction. Colin, the managing director of Hotondo Homes,
made himself available 7 days per week to answer the many
questions and put into place the paperwork required to get
things moving. “having built in the mountains for over 25 years
has allowed us to experience the changes made to development
applications requirements so we can anticipate any problems
before they come up, saving us valuable time, said Colin. Colin has
attended all the meetings held by the various agencies since the
fires and is confident that he and his team are more than able to
help you if you either wish to rebuild your existing home, a new
home or wanting to purchase one of the blocks of land that are
being sold by some of the bushfire victims who do not wish to
rebuild. To all bushfire victims we offer a free design sketch.
Hotondo Homes have over 90 fully flexible floor plans available
in our offices or on the website. We can create a custom design
of anything you want and depending upon what it is, build it at
project rates. We will knockdown and build too. Custom design
sketches - $900. Free site inspections and estimates. Fixed price
contracts.
Outside of normal business hours appointments are available upon
request. If you get a chance, pop up to our Airlie 242 display home
in Kirkley St, Lithgow. Hotondo Homes St Georges Cr, Faulconbridge.
Phone: 4751 5222.

Arizona Design

New

The ALPINE 164
Ph: 4751 5222
Shop 11, 7-9 St Georges Cres, Faulconbridge 2776
www.hotondo.com.au
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“For people feeling anxious, stirred up and agitated for multiple
reasons, writing might help them to understand their feelings and in
particular to understand how they might already have the resources
inside them to meet those feelings.”
There are multiple layers of reactions to a natural disaster of this
scope. “We all need time to process feelings, assimilate reactions and reempower ourselves. There is a cost in not taking that time. Survivors can
experience nightmares, shaking, rage and powerlessness.”
When some of these feelings emerged during the workshop, Joyce
helped the participants feel the reaction in the body and breathe into the
agitation.
“We need to name our fears such as, ‘I feel as if my environment is no
longer reliable or safe.’ Otherwise, it is quite natural to displace our fears
onto other situations.”
For one participant, Hazelbrook resident Chandu Bickford who grew up
in the mountains, the bushfire emergency brought up intense memories
of a previous bushfire. She was 8 years old when, waiting nervously at an
evacuation centre in Springwood she was told a bushfire had destroyed
her family home.
“My dad had stayed behind to defend our house and we thought he
had died too,” Chandu recalls. “Later that evening we were informed our
home and father were safe, but it was an horrific shock that left me with
deep anxiety about fire and loss.”
During the recent crisis the fear in the eyes of Chandu’s own eight-yearold daughter Momole lifted the lid on her long dormant emotions.
“As a parent I had no time to attend to my own feelings and reactions.
I had to ensure the safety of my two children. The writing workshop
helped me acknowledge the fears and long buried impact of my own
childhood experience of bushfire. It also now helps me appreciate my
own daughters’ reactions so I can support them with the fears they may
face in our natural bush and environment”.
Momole’s teacher helped the children in her class to express their
feelings about the bushfire through art.
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Winmalee High cricket match
The bushfires forced many people to develop a new insight into their
relationship to material possessions. They were able to re-evaluate what
was important to them, what was of value. Some came to the conclusion
that, “They’re only material things, not as important as they were.” While
others, such as local artist Kayt Raymond who was forced to leave some
of her big acrylic paintings behind when she evacuated, felt otherwise
– her artworks are creations of the heart that come from her inner being
- and the great significance they hold for her was affirmed through the
workshop. “They are not “stuff” as suggested to me, to be let go of,” Kayt
said. “They are significant. I was surprised how much I love them.”
At the end of the workshop participants left with a sense of relief at
having had the opportunity to access their deepest feelings and express
them privately through writing, of being heard and cared for. Their body
language suggested a sense of optimism, that recovery and regeneration
is possible.
At Winmalee’s community recovery picnic day, District Guidance Officer
Rosemary Glassock agrees that creative arts therapies could be beneficial
for those students who struggle to express their feelings verbally. She
also acknowledges that, with the stress her team of counsellors are under
during this time of crisis, they could also benefit from a writing workshop,
“The supporters need support too!” 
To view other articles by this author see www.annemcleod.net.

