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THE MACEDON 
RANGES STORY 
Since Ash Wednesday 1983 the small Victorian community 
in the area of the Macedon Ranges has, along with others 
affected by the disastrous fires in south-eastern Australia, 
achieved a notoriety it could have well done without . Here 1s 
the story of the local Lions Club MACEDON RANGES, 
which has tasted the bitter and the sweet in the hectic days 
since February 16th, 1983. 

The Community 
Mount Macedon, 70km north-west 

of Melbourne on the Calder Highway 
to Bendigo, dom inates th e surrounding 
countryside . At its feet on the southern 
slope the sister township of Mount 
Macedon . 

Collectively, they constitute a 
commun ity of about 2,500 people 
living in an environment which" before 
the fire, most people would envy . But 
the trees, one of the featu res which 
gave Mount Macedon its character and 
appeal , contributed to its downfall 
when they erupted in flame s on 
Febru ary 16th. 

The Macedon Ranges Lions Clu b 
is th e only service club based directly 
in the commun ity, although there arc 
o thers in nearby townships whose 
membership area includes the mount. 
The Club was chartered in 1979, but 
li ke most others soon began to strike 
membership prob lems; membership 
drives seemed to meet with little 
success, and when by the end of 1982 
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membership had fal len to 13, the Club 
knew it was in trouble. It almost 
seemed that the community had 
decided that it didn't really need a 
service club at al l. 

In late january it was decided to 
ca ll a special. meeting of the Club to 
review its role in the community and 
to decide its future . Before th is 
meeti ng cou ld be held, a serious out
break of fire on the northern slopes of 
Mount Macedon on February 1st had 
involved the Clu b extensively in dis
aster relief for the victims when over 
24 homes were destroyed. 

In the light of this experience, it 
didn't take th e special meeting long 
to conclude that there was indeed a role 
for 'Lions serving the community', and 
to reso lve to go about the task of 
strengthening the Club with new 
determination. 

That meeting was held on the night 
of February 16th. It was interru pted 
by news th at Macedon township was 
th reatened by fire and that some 
members' homes were in danger. The 

meeting broke up, as members dis
persed quickly into the hot, wi ndy, 
smoke-laden night not knowing what 
to expect and not knowing that the 
Club was abou t to come of age. 

Ash Wednesday 
The events of the night of February 

16th the 'Ash Wednesday' fire, as it 
was fitt ingly to become known - left 
a terri ble scar on the communities of 
Macedon and Mount Macedon. In a 
few terrifying hours, seven people died, 
about 60 were inju red, and 460 houses 
were destroyed leaving 1,600 people 
homel ess and al l this between 10pm 
when the Club's meeting broke up, 
and midnight. 

Among those whose hou ses were 
burnt were four members of the Club, 
including President Denis Griggs, and 
most o ther Cl ub members su ffered 
some loss or damage of one sort or 
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anothc. . This even further magn if ied 
the prob lems of the Club in the first 
few days afte r the disaster, as its active 
membership was reduced, temporari ly 
at least, to nine . 

The first 48 hours 
Few Club members can now recal l 

clearly the sequence of events in the 
first 48 hours after the disaster. There 
was too much personal shock and 
suffering in the commu nity to be able 
to stand off and assess the position 
calmly. Too many Club members 
were involved in deal ing with urgent 
tasks which had to be dealt with on 
the spot, and without electric ity and 
telephones in most o f th is period, the 
Club could not marshal its resources 
to operate as a unit. 

The Club formed itself loose ly 
into two or three funct ional grou ps or 
committees, often with overlapping 
membersh ip, to deal with the most 
urgent areas of need as best they could. 
Inevitably, even these small groups 
often had problems in getting together. 

One group set up a scheme for the 
distribution of emergency relief funds 
entrusted to the Club from Lions 
sources and from concerned individuals 
and organisations. This group admini
stered the use of ALCERF funds 
which had been provided for the vic
tims of the fire of February 1st, most 
of these funds had already been d is-
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burscd, but the balance was quickly 
supplemented by additional ALCERF 
fu nds and pu t to usc in buying emer
gency cloth ing, footwear and phann
accu ticals fo r victims. 

Another group worked hard to 
find, transport and site caravans and 
to locate other forms of temporary 
accommodation . 

During this period, the Club was 
doing its best to look after its own 
members whose homes had fal len to 
the fire. Everyone had his own pro
blems, and they were long and difficult 
days for members and their families. 
Additionally, many members stil l with 
homes found that they had become 
'instant emergency centres' as neigh
bours called to shower, to telephone, 
to find refreshments, or just to ta lk 
and find solace. 

It was reassuring to see in the area 
Distr ict Officers and Lions from other 
Clu bs who came to see how they could 
help. It was as a result of these early 
visits that the idea for massive Lions 
involvement in 'Operation CLEAN-UP' 
on the next week-end was born. 

Forty-cigh t hours after the fire, 
the Club held its first meeting. A sub
dued gathering of Lions (and Lions 
Ladies) reviewed the state of the com
munity as it was imperfectly known 
at this time, and formulated some 
early guidelines for the Club's involve
ment in relief work. 

There is no doubt that even at this 
time members underestimated the size 
of the task they were taking on . 
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The next 8 days 
Immediately after the fire, the 

most obvious needs in the community' 
were for food, clothing and temporary 
shelter for those who had been burnt 
out. The Club had been involved in 
this type of work since the February 
1st fire, and as the mans to help came 
to hand the Club simply stepped up 
and enlarged its efforts in this fie ld. 

As peoples' rel ief needs were 
met, however, they wan ted answers to 
an even more di fficu lt prob lem -
'where to from here?' They naturally 
wanted to get back on their house sites 
but couldn't because of the wreckage 
left by the fire, the absense of services 
and the lack of sufficient quanti t ies of 
temporary or emergency accommo
dation. There was a real concern that 
many families might simply choose to 
leave the area and not come back. 

So in the next eight clays, to get 
people back on their blocks and to help 
keep the community together, 'Oper
ation CLEAN-UP' was planned and 
conducted. 

The whole operation was con
ceived, planned and controlled at local 
level, but rel ied on an input of massive 
quantities o f outside aiel in the for m 
of plant, equ ipment, veh icles and man
power. Local government provided the 
control framework and the contact 
with other local government authorities 
who provided doters, front-end loaders, 
trucks, specialist teams and supervisors. 
The District Lions organisation co
ord inated the provision of voluntary 
manpower from Lions and other 
service clubs from outside the area, 
and also obtained the services of many 
private contractors. The local Lions 
Club - MACEDON RANGES - work
ing in close co-operation with other 
local service clubs undertook the 
detailed planning, the necessary con tact 
with all fire-affected people to en list 
their assistance and obtain their 
approval (an enormous task simply to 
locate many of them) and finally , over 
the two days of the actual operat ion 
itself, provided the guides and the 
necessary 'team' co-ordination 'on 
the ground'. 

More than 30 'teams' - each with 
one or two items of heavy plan t, a 
number of trucks, a supervising engi
neer or foreman supervisor and a band 
of willing volunteers took the fie ld 
over the two boiling-hot and dusty 
days of the operation. Behind them 
was a mass of other equipment such as 
compactors and specialised vehicles, 
plumbing, oxy-cutting and refuell ing 
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