
Lecturer, Publishing and Communications, University of Melbourne

HISTORIC FIRES NEAR ME

Fiannuala Morgan

(Re)Constructing Fire Records



120260 records 
from 42754 
newspaper 

articles

Covers the 
period 1850-

1900

https://historic-fire-emergency-app.vercel.app



“While there is no doubt these bushfires are 
bad and may get worse, fuelling more talk of 

the nation battling an unprecedented fire 
threat this summer, the blazes that continue 

to plague the eastern states and Western 
Australia are nothing new. They do not 

compare with some of the more extreme fire 
disasters in Australia's short history, such as 

the Black Thursday conflagration of 1851 that 
burned five million hectares and was so 
intense that ships 30km off the coast of 
Victoria reported coming under ember 

attack.”

Johnstone, Craig. 2019. “History of Disasters Shows There Is 
Nothing New about Nation’s Destructive Blazes.” The 

Australian, December 31, 2019.

https://historic-fire-emergency-app.vercel.app
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In November 2019 the official app of the
NSW Rural Fire Service, “Fires Near Me,”
became the fastest downloaded App on
both Android and Apple platforms. The
app, designed to alert users to both
proximity and severity of bush-fires,
became the official prism through which
the unfolding disaster was interpreted.
The map possessed an intensity that
belied its simplistic rendering as users
watched fires tick over from “watch and
act” to “emergency” status in real time.
Although temporally located, the severity
of certain fires meant they became a
static part of the interface. An uncanny
habituation occurred for the user as
event was rendered geography and fire
became a recognisable and immutable
aspect of the landscape.





"It is clear from many nineteenth-century 
sources that bushfires had become an 

inescapable part of Summer life in Australia. 
But the history of bushfires in the second half 

of the century is fragmentary because they 
were so common that they were not reported 

unless they were close to settled districts, 
widespread, or disastrous."

- Collins, Paul. (2009) Burn the Epic Story of Bushfire 
in Australia, Scribe, Brunswick, Australia. p.75.



Search for 
bushfire in Trove

Identify 
placenames 

using Named 
Entity 

Recognition

Extract 200 
words 

surrounding 
‘bushfire’

Generate co-
ordinates using 

custom 
disambiguation 

software

Morgan, F. (2021). Historical_Fires_Near_Me (Version 1.0.0) [Computer software]. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.6622328

Download all results using the 
Trove API (Application 
Programming Interface)
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Morgan, F. (2021). Historical_Fires_Near_Me (Version 1.0.0) [Computer software]. 
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"A DISASTROUS BUSH-FIRE." Geelong Advertiser (Vic. : 1859 -

1929) 16 January 1878: 3. Web. 9 Apr 2025 

<http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article149820987>.

Break individual articles into smaller segments, 200 words 
surrounding mention of ‘bushfire’ retaining all important 

metadata 
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software('As', 'O'), ('I', 'O'), ('stood', 'O'), ('on', 'O'),

('the', 'O'), ('deck', 'O'), ('of', 'O'), ('one',

'O'), ('of', 'O'), ('the', 'O'), ('largest', 'O'),

('of', 'O'), ('the', 'O'), ('Peninsular',

'LOCATION'), ('and', 'O'), ('Oriental',

'ORGANIZATION'), ('Company',

'ORGANIZATION'), ('’', 'O'), ('s', 'O'),

('steamers', 'O'), (',', 'O'), ('that', 'O'),

('now', 'O'), ('almost', 'O'), ('annihilate',

'O'), ('distance', 'O'), ('between', 'O'),

('England', 'LOCATION'), ('and', 'O'),

('her', 'O'), ('colonial', 'O'), ('possessions',

'O'), (',', 'O'), ('taking', 'O'), ('a', 'O'), ('last',

'O'), ('look', 'O'), ('at', 'O'), ('the', 'O'),

('land', 'O'), ('where', 'O'), ('I', 'O'), ('had',

'O'), ('left', 'O'), ('youth', 'O'), (',', 'O'),

('womanhood', 'O'), (',', 'O'), ('kindred',

As I stood on the deck of one of the

largest of the Peninsular and

Oriental Company’s steamers, that

now almost annihilate distance

between

England and her colonial

possessions, taking a last look at the

land

where I had left youth, womanhood,

kindred, friends, and the dust of

parents, I thought, “Is there anything

I can do in return for all God

has done for me here--anything to

prove my gratitude to the many true

friends I am leaving: the Australians,

young and old, who have thronged

around us to bid us farewell?” Nearly

half a century has passed since

Apply Named Entity Recognition to text 
segments to extract all ‘relevant’ location 

information
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Developed ‘heuristic’ program to determine 
geographic coordinates
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Figure 4. Average and median word count for all bushfire 

articles 1850-1900





Placenames in this dataset are more closely
associated with public responses and cultural
acknowledgments of bushfires than with their precise
geographic locations. This concession does not
invalidate the research objectives or undermine its
capacity to contribute to discussions on Australian
cultural and environmental history. Rather, it
highlights the contingent nature of the data
produced. The locations in this dataset do not
necessarily correspond to the exact sites of historical
bushfires but instead capture placenames that
appear in linguistic proximity to the term “bushfire.”
Close reading and analysis indicate that this
proximity typically signifies a meaningful relationship
between place and disaster. Geographic locations in
the corpus often reflect communities affected by,
witnessing, or responding to bushfires, whether
directly impacted or situated nearby. Additionally, a
temporal dimension emerges, as the publication date
of an article reflects public responses and cultural
acknowledgments of bushfire events rather than the
precise timing of the fires themselves.
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Johnstone, Craig. 2019. “History of Disasters Shows There Is 
Nothing New about Nation’s Destructive Blazes.” The 
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Castlemaine Fire 
Brigade began 

1855

The Brigade’s 
Firebooks detail 

fires in the central 
Goldfields across 
the 19th century
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