
Recovering from Fire     Lyndal Thorburn 

Our 7-acre block at Surf Beach was burnt by the Mogo fire on New Year’s Eve 2019.  It was, before 

the fire, a forested site on a very steep slope facing east, looking out to the ocean and immediately east 

of the Deep Creek Dam and the Eurobodalla Botanic Gardens. We believe the areas is classified as 

Southeast Coastal Gully Shrub Forest by the NSW government.  (Vegetation – Bateman’s Bay – 8926, 

www.rbgsyd.nsw.gov.au, NSW Department of Environment, Climate Change and Water)                                                                                                                                

This forest is dominated by Acacia falciformis, A. mearnsii (both of which grow to 10m), and 

Eucalyptus muelleriana (which grows to 40m).  However, our block also has a few Corymbia 

maculata and a lot of Macrozamia communis (Burrawang), which also aligns it with Batemans Bay 

Cycad Forest.  

One edge of our property embraces a small triangle of Mogo State Forest. We had a grassy and rather 

weedy, green, mown easement, under which the main piped water supply to Batemans Bay runs. 

Along the edges of this easement the A. falciformis are evident but follow the “live fast die young” 

strategy. When old, they lean and fall, and are therefore something of a hazard in our environment. E. 

muelleriana, however, is a rough-barked Eucalypt and the trees are very firmly rooted in the ground. 

We have had some wild storms through the area and some of these trees have been torn apart by the 

wind, maybe 5 metres up the trunk, but they rarely fall over. A gully starts at our property and the 

water flowing downhill from there eventually joins the 

water course flowing into the ocean at Surf Beach. 

We bought the block  in 2008, at the height of the last 

drought, and it has been a green, leech-infested place 

with plenty of rain, and a good assortment of typical 

birds – Eastern Shrike-Tit, Eastern Yellow Robin, Grey 

Fantail, Rufous Fantail, Kookaburras, Whip Birds and a 

range of parrots – ever since. We bought it because it 

was a wet and green oasis in time of drought, but also 

for the view, in part, out to the ocean.   

Over the years, the area that was once cleared for a 

house site has been reclaimed by the Acacias and the 

view has been somewhat obscured. When we build, this 

view will be restored, as we are required to clear around 

3,000m2 of our 30,000 m2 of land in line with current fire safety requirements. Our claim to fame 

before the fires was having all six NSW species of gliding possums in the region (not necessarily on 

our block), and our personal sighting of a Pacific Baza in 2016 – this is a migratory, crested raptor 

which, until then, had not been seen south of the Illawarra. 

Original forest in the gully, 2008 

http://www.rbgsyd.nsw.gov.au/


We have spent the last ten years (slowly) putting up fences and, more recently, planning to build the 

house.  We erected two temporary sheds to store some personal belongings, building materials and 

maintenance equipment. At the time of the fire, we had a power pole, the sheds and their contents and 

a water tank on the site.                         

We didn’t get to visit our burnt block until the end of 

January, when the King’s Highway re-opened. 

Everything was very dry and crunchy!! Our two sheds 

were still upright (barely) but everything inside them 

(fridge, microwave, wheelbarrow, fencing materials…) 

had burnt, as had our wooden power pole. We had an 

interesting time fossicking amongst the debris and 

trying to work out what the remains represented. The 

ground was bare and the winds that were evident during 

our drive down that day had swept all the dry leaves off 

the burnt trees and they were swirling along the 

roadsides – so the area would have burnt again if 

another match had been struck. We had to give dead, 

leaning Acacias a wide berth. 

Amongst the devastation, the burrawangs 

(Macrozamia communis) had already 

started shooting, less than three weeks 

after the fire.  

We have been tracking emergence of 

plants since and recording them on the 

Budawang Coast Nature Map. We have 

been excited to see the range of native 

species re-appearing. 

By our visit in mid-February, the 

established Eucalypts had sent out 

epicormic shoots along their stems and from the roots. Epicormic shoots are dormant under the bark 

and are released when the bark is thinned by fire. 

At that stage those from underground were over 

30cm long, and the shoots along the trunks were 

starting to stick out all around, making the trees 

look like they had been affected by static 

electricity.  Most of the E. muelleriana were 

shooting all the way up the trunk, but it was 

interesting to note our few Corymbia were 

shooting from the crown.  None of the A. 

falciformis, however, had shot and we have since 

spent some time felling those that are close to 

where we walk, to make the site safe. At the same 

visit, the shoots on the burrawangs were bright 

green and over 60cm long, and bracken had 

emerged on the lower slopes where the old forest was thickest.  

There were also thousands of seedlings emerging: Eucalyptus, Acacia and 
many unknown species.   

Epicormic shoots on Eucalyptus muelleriana 



 

Twiners and lilies had also started to emerge, mostly along the 

easement, but it was, at that stage, hard to work out which was 

which. We could identify Glycine tabacina (Purple Glycine), 

Eustrephus latifolius (Wombat Berry), and Rubus rosifolius 

(Native Raspberry), but most of the green sheen that covered 

our easement was grass. We were delighted to find the insects 

and arthropods returning and at every visit we checked on the 

welfare of a trapdoor spider that lives close to our sheds. If we 

sit still, she will come to the entrance to her woven burrow and wait for some unwilling victim to 

walk past. 

At the end of February, on yet 

another trip to the block, we 

marvelled at the paddocks 

around Braidwood, which had 

been hit hard by both the drought 

and the terrible Currowan fire in 

December. By this stage we’d 

had significant rain, and the 

whole landscape had turned 

green.  

Down at the coast, we identified 

a couple of twiners, neither of 

which we had been aware of 

before the fires.  

 

 

Unfortunately, weeds were also prolific, and we despaired at the amount of Bidens pilosa (Farmer’s 

Friend – that nasty thing with the black,hooked seeds that stick in your socks) and Sigesbeckia 

orientalis (Indian Weed) emerging with great vigour along the easement and across the old house site. 

By mid-March, about 10 weeks post-fire, plants had started flowering. We could identify Lobelia 

purpurascens (which we have since discovered is favoured by butterflies). A mysterious prickly thing 

that we had been watching turned out to be Solanum prinophyllum . We also had a lily (possibly 

Stephania japonica (Snake Vine) 

Tylophora barbata (the purple-
flowered Bearded Tylophora), 

It looks prickly and uninviting, but Solanum prinophyllum 
(Forest Nightshade) is an important and prolific component of 
forest ecology. It flowers throughout the year, flowers 
attracting insects, and the fruits feeding birds. 



Arthropodium sp.) in full flower, Passiflora sp., Pelargonium australe and some ferns emerging 

(Adiantum atroviride, Common Maidenhair, and Blechnum sp).   

By even later in March (the last time we were able to visit, because of COVID-19 restrictions) the 

Eastern Yellow Robins and Grey Fantails had both re-established and were hunting for insects on the 

charred ground, using the blackened branches as                a perching spot. Kookaburras called from 

our Eucalypts. Other Acacia species were re-shooting from underground. And those rotten weeds 

were flowering!                       We even found a frog (Litoria peronii) in the remains of our plastic 

tank!! It must have worked its way uphill from unburnt forest closer to the ocean, as there is no still 

water suitable for tadpoles nearby.  I can also hear a lyrebird across the way, in Mogo State forest.                                                                                                                                  

We will continue to track the recovery of our bush block, and the gradual re-establishment of its 

structure and wildlife, with the help of the helpful volunteer moderators at the Budawang Coast 

Nature Map. It is exciting to see the recovery and we are pleased to watch our wet forest come back to 

life, less than three months since one of the most destructive fires recorded in the region. We look 

forward to it returning to its former glory. At least this time we will know much of what is growing 

there! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lobelia purpurascens (Whiteroot) also known as Pratia 
purpurascens,  is prolific following disturbance such as 
fire, but is subsequently shaded out by regenerating 
scrub. Gardeners might consider it a bit weedy, as it 
vigorously grows through mulch in plant beds, and resists 
all attempts at eradication.  

And today. There is much to be done 

Easement looking north east, in 2008. 


