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Abstract 
This article explores some of the personal stories from the Leura 1957 bushfire event. These fire 
stories have been gathered to connect current and future generations of the community with 
their past, to increase their understanding and knowledge of living with fire, and promote 
personal responsibility and community resilience. 

 

INTRODUCTION 
In 1957, a significant fire impacted the Blue 
Mountains township of Leura. Residents 
who lived through this fire event provide a 
valuable educational opportunity for the 
community. This project recognises that 
people may be far more influenced by the 
views of family, peers and trusted 
community members than by advice from 
government. Community resilience to 
bushfire will influence government 
responses to large bushfire events. 

The stories of community members who 
experienced the 1957 fire have been 
recorded to increase the community’s 
knowledge and understanding of living with 
fire in the Blue Mountains. The stories, 
produced in a film called ‘Fire Stories – A 
Lesson in Time’, provide first hand accounts 
from now older members of the Blue 
Mountains community of their experiences 
during the 1957 fires. The stories and film 
provide a basis of discussion among 
community members about the essential 
need for the Blue Mountains community to 
be prepared for a major fire event and the 
importance of individual responsibility. 
 

PARTNERSHIP 
The project was conceived by the Blue 
Mountains region of the National Parks and 
Wildlife Service (NPWS), in partnership with 

the Blue Mountains World Heritage Institute 
(BMWHI). Funding was secured through the 
Your Community Heritage Program and the 
Natural Disaster Resilience Program. 

Management of the project was lead by 
BMWHI with a project reference group 
consisting of BMWHI, NPWS, the Rural Fire 
Service (RFS) and Blue Mountains City 
Council (BMCC) staff. A film director, 
researcher and publicist were engaged to 
deliver the project. 
 

RESEARCH 
The community were invited to share their 
memories and stories of the 1957 fires, with 
an overwhelming response. From the many 
letters, emails and phone calls received, 13 
people were interviewed, becoming the 
stars of the film. Other stories and 
interviews were published in The Blue 
Mountains Gazette and on the BMWHI 
website. 

Background research was also conducted 
through literature and archival material 
searches, in order to piece together the fire 
path, properties destroyed or damaged in 
other fires during the 1957 season, as well 
as the community demographics. 

The supplementary materials were collated 
into a booklet that was available at the 
event. A repository of all the supporting 



material and interviews is available on the 
BMWHI website. 
 

PROMOTION 
The project gained the support of local 
media, businesses and leadership groups in 
the Blue Mountains area. The local paper 
The Blue Mountains Gazette ran regular 
stories on the project leading up to the film, 
including requests for people to share their 
stories and promotions for the film. Eight 
articles were published each with one of the 
stories from the film. 

Various format flyers were produced and 
distributed to local businesses and schools, 
by letter box drop and by email. Additional 
advertising was incorporated in Council 
rates notice mail out and various local 
society newsletters and meetings. 

Local schools were also engaged in the 
project, with members of the project team 
visiting the local primary schools. Leura 
primary school held an art project, with the 
children’s art work displayed in the foyer at 
the film event. 

 

‘FIRE STORIES’ 
THE FILM 
Director Laura Zusters wove the interviews 
together with archival footage into a 30 
minute film with intrigue, humour and 
emotional impact. The film is structured to 
take the viewer on a journey though the 
lead up to the fire, the impact of the fire, 
the way the community banded together to 
recover, the lessons learnt, and 
remembrance. The entire film can be seen 
online at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MfYOV
nmkP0c&feature=youtu.be 

The film deliberately had no agency staff 
giving corporate fire preparedness 
messages, as the intent was to have the 
community learn from their peers. The 
messages given in the film have a strong 

impact because they are from ordinary 
people who have lived through an extreme 
bushfire event. 

 
THE EVENT 
The film provided an opportunity for a 
community event celebrating the resilience 
of those members of the community who 
experienced the 1957 fires and still connect 
with the Blue Mountains community. The 
event allowed fire management authorities 
to engage the community and promote fire 
safety and preparedness. 

The generous support of The Edge cinema 
at Katoomba saw the film premiered on 
Sunday the 2nd June to a capacity audience. 
The first screening was by invitation to 
those that had starred in and contributed to 
the film and other key community 
members. An introduction was given by 
BMWHI, and follow up messages provided 
by the RFS. 

An additional four public screenings were 
shown on the day, also at full capacity. In 
total nearly 2 000 people saw the film on 
the day, and there was a lot of demand for 
additional screenings or alternate 
distribution (online streaming or DVDs). An 
additional screening was arranged at 
Glenbrook in July, and the film is now 
available to be viewed online and on DVD. 
The film was viewed online over 2 300 times 
in two weeks. 

The public screenings supported displays, 
information banners and stalls manned by 
BMWHI, RFS, NPWS, and Fire & Rescue staff 
and volunteers. Information available 
included: an interactive Google Earth map 
of the homes lost in 1957, school art 
projects, Fire Stories publication (BMWHI); 
Bush Fire Survival Plan and fire 
preparedness brochures (RFS); fire history in 
the Blue Mountains, Living with Fire 
strategy, fire and the environment (NPWS). 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MfYOVnmkP0c&feature=youtu.be
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MfYOVnmkP0c&feature=youtu.be


Over 500 Bush Fire Survival Plans were 
distributed on the day. 

 

 

           Figure 1: BMWHI Survey data, examining the impact of the film on viewers’ attitudes towards preparedness. 

 

OUTCOME 
BMWHI are conducting surveys on the 
impact the film has had on viewers (Fig. 1). 
Surveys were distributed by email after the 
film to people on the invitation list and 
those that provided their details on the day 
for follow up, as well as being linked to the 
film online. Data from completed surveys is 
available on BMWHI’s website.  

Survey results indicate that 36% of residents 
do not have a Bush Fire Survival Plan, but 
85% of these people now intend to prepare 
one. All respondents to date have replied 
‘yes’ to the question ‘would you like to see 
more community stories projects of this 
type?’  

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

The event and stories captured are a lesson 
for current residents of the Blue Mountains 
that major fires have occurred in the past 
and will likely occur in the future, they 
provide a context for the likely impact of 
climate change on fire severity and 
frequency. The project adopts a community 
approach to fire management and seeks to 
emphasise that individual preparedness for 
major fire events is necessary and reliance 
on fire management authorities alone is not 
sufficient.  
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