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MALLACOOTA, VIC

26 November - 12 December 2021

It is difficult to forget the out-of-control bushfire 
engulfing the Gippsland township of Mallacoota 
on New Years Eve 2019. Apocalyptic images of 
thousands taking refuge on a beach under red 
angry skies became synonymous with the plight of 
Australian communities overwhelmed by the Black 
Summer bushfires. 

Nearly two years later, Mallacoota is still in need 
of post bushfire assistance. Scant recovery has 
taken place since the fires in part due to COVID 
preventive measures limiting disaster recovery 
activities.

With restrictions now easing, Disaster Relief 
Australia – a national volunteer non-profit – has 
launched a bushfire recovery operation called 
‘Operation Thorpe’ and will be in the Mallacoota 
area until 12 December. Our team of volunteers will 
provide real hands-on help that includes dangerous 
tree felling, fence clearing/repairs and debris 
removal. 

35
Volunteers
Deployed

21
Work Orders
Completed

$68,934
Community
Costs Saved

1,417
Volunteer

Hours

disasterreliefaus.org
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COMMUNITY REFLECTION
The day the fires came into Mallacoota a farmer friend told me it is really coming. My house is on the 
outskirts of Mallacoota, my driveway is quite long, so I thought if I stay, I won’t know if the fire comes 
to us, so decided to go to the shop. I planned to camp just overnight, just in case. But then the fire did 
come. 

It wasn’t long before we lost power so started my generator after checking with the fire brigade, and 
started making coffee. People came and then I don’t know what time, it got really really dark. I couldn’t 
see because I didn’t have lights. I put my mobile phone up on the shelf so I could see the machine, my 
grinder Mythos has a light, I never knew what this was for but it was really handy that night. I kept 
making coffee, fire engines started circling, I thought I should get out but many people wanting to go 
to the lake on their boats and wanted a take away coffee, and there was actually quite a queue. We 
couldn’t even see the money, so I thought okay, I will just keep making till the line ends and the last 
person in the queue was actually a local CFA guy. I asked him what does this mean, what should we do? 
He said we should go to safe places for the community, but he wanted his coffee first.

I was at the wharf, a lot of people were there and it felt safe because the fire engines and the ambulance 
people were there, but people were shocked. We kept hearing gas cylinders popping, we could see 
flaming houses, and then suddenly it became very cold when the font came through. So it was surreal, 
the skies were beautiful, different collars, dramatic but very overwhelming.

I made coffee again after the fire passed. Then I ended up staying here in the shop for maybe 14 days. 
The caravan park was very helpful, they made the facility available to everyone, so I could shower 
there. I would set the alarm clock to wake up at about midnight, Victorian police people came maybe 
six maybe eight people who have to go away to man a couple of road blocks on the highway. That was 
fun, I was in my pyjamas and the shutter was sort of half open. Police cars would come and people in 
uniform would buy coffees. For me that was funny.

Someone encouraged me to go to the Bush Fire Recovery Centre just before Christmas last year, I was 
assign a case manager. She told me that Disaster Relief Australia is planning to come to Mallacoota and 
maybe they can help me. Disaster Relief Australia made a big difference, about a dozen or so people 
did a massive job over two days, everything that I wanted to go has gone. Now I have hope again, I feel 
hope that maybe I can like the place again, I feel good. Now I can feel and see the kindness of people 
that will help me restart. I haven’t had hope for quite a while.



STORY BEHIND THE NAME

LANCE CORPORAL HARRY THORPE

Lance Corporal Harry Thorpe

Served
First World War
1914 - 1918

Unit
7th Battalion
Australian Imperial Force

Final Rank
Lance Corporal

Operation Thorpe is named for Lance Corporal Harry Thorpe, an indigenous soilder who was 
awarded the Military Medal, serving in the Australian Imperial Froce from 1916 - 1918 duiring 
WWI.

Harry was a Brabuwoloong man of the Gunaikrnai nation and a courageous soldier enlisted in the 
Australian Imperial Force at Sale on 12 February 1916. In 1916 Harry was one of an estimated 800 to 
1000 indigenous people who volunteered to enlist during WWI. Today, the name Uncle Harry Thorpe 
is inscribed on a memorial in Lakes Entrance, where a street called Thorpe’s Lane is also named in his 
honour. For his family, Uncle Harry’s is a story of courage that will never be forgotten.

Service
Harry embarked for overseas service in April, 1916, and in July he joined the 7th Battalion in France. He 
was wounded in action at Pozières on 19 August and did not rejoin his unit until November later that 
year. Promoted Lance Corporal in January 1917, he was again wounded at Bullecourt on 29 April, but a 
month later returned to duty. Well regarded in his unit as a footballer and athlete at brigade or divisional 
sports, he was also noted as a scout. 

Courage and Leadership
In October 1917, during operations to capture Broodseinde Ridge during the third battle of Ypres in 
Belgium, Harry displayed tremendous courage and leadership while clearing the dugouts and concrete 
guard posts, known as pillboxes, of remaining enemy resistance. He was promoted to corporal and 
awarded the Military Medal, although he was originally recommended for the Distinguished Conduct 
Medal. The military citation commended Harry’s “disregard of all danger” and described him as an 
inspiration to his men.

During an advance on 9 August 1918 at Lihons Wood, south-west of Vauvillers, France, a stretcher-
bearer found Thorpe shot in the stomach. He died shortly after being taken to a dressing station near 
Bayonvillers and was buried in Heath military cemetery, Harbonnières.
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