
In the fire

On the morning of 20 December 2019, vigneron Tim 
Bartsch woke to a hot and howling northerly wind, it was 
an ominous start to a catastrophic fire danger day.

Tim grew up in the Adelaide Hills where bushfires were a 
part of life.

‘My parents used to go through a lot of fires when I 
was a child. There was a local arsonist that worked 
near them. But as an adult, I haven’t had much fire 
experience.’

The Lenswood Rise Vineyard he managed was 
some 30-minutes’ drive from his home in Echunga, 
unfortunately on this day Tim was delayed in leaving. 
His mother lived on a nearby property and she had her 
own fire fears. She called on Tim to help her move her 
cattle into a dam paddock, making them safer from any 
potential fires.

While assisting his mother, Tim started receiving alerts 
on his phone about a fire at Cudlee Creek, around 10 
kilometres north of the vineyard he managed. The delay 
in leaving meant Tim arrived at the vineyard only about 
10 minutes before the fire.

‘The trees were alight when I got here, so it was all a 
bit late. There was a helicopter in the dam and there 
were probably about 15 CFS trucks across the hill 
face opposite and a handful of forestry trucks parked 
around. There were plenty of guys on site and I was 
under the impression, after talking to the CFS, that they 
were attempting to put the front of the fire out. But once 
it came through the scrub, I think they quickly changed 
their plans.

‘We were in the vineyard originally trying to put spot 
fires out as directed by the CFS. And we quickly realised 
they were not spot fires; we were just in the fire. 

‘We eventually got up to the top headland, which is 
about 10 metres wide. And by the time we got there, the 
smoke was so thick we couldn’t see the fence on one side 
or the vineyard on the other. So we had maybe three 
metres visibility.’

Tim and his vineyard operator made a dash for safety 
down the hill to their equipment sheds, it was a decision 
that saved these key assets and also three out of 
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‘Having the resources is one 
thing, ensuring they are reliable 
though is another thing.’ 
– Tim Bartsch 

Above: Tim arrived at his vineyard about 10 minutes before the 
fire, with the CFS close by fighting the front. 

10 hectares of the vineyard. Ironically what was saved 
was insured. However, the kilometres of vines, irrigation 
piping and fencing that was burnt were all uninsured.

For days after the fire Tim was reluctant to ask for help 
as he considered others were worse off and in greater 
need. After a week of making little headway clearing the 
seven destroyed hectares, he decided to see if help was 
available at the BlazeAid office.

‘I just happened to go into the BlazeAid office a day 
or so after they had a heap of volunteers come on 
board that they needed to find work for, so it was a 
relationship that worked for both BlazeAid and me.’

The mammoth task of chain sawing out burnt vines and 
ripping up melted irrigation pipes began in earnest. 
However, being able to replace it all was another matter.
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Above: Following the fire, seven hectares of vines required 
remediation, and infrastructure such as irrigation needed replacing. 

‘Getting hold of poly pipe was an issue to start with. The 
fire was right before Christmas, so production had shut 
down. Production started between Christmas and New 
Year’s and I think we saw poly pipe about two weeks 
after the fire and had irrigation up and going probably 
three weeks after the fire.’

A year on, the property has been repaired, replanted 
and harvest is planned for next vintage. However, Tim 
now views bushfires through a different lens.

‘I have changed my attitude towards fire, but I think for 
me, I want to see a change in the community towards 
fire. There’s always been a great fear around it and I 
think it needs to change to respect.’

Tim has also upgraded the fire fighting equipment on his 
property.

‘I’ve built another fire unit, a trailed fire unit to go behind 
my ute that I can put out larger volumes of water with 
the hope of being able to wet down flammable material 
before the fire front hits. Another thing that’s important 
is access to water. So from that unit, I can suck out 
of a dam because on the day we had limited water 
availability because we lost power.

‘Having the resources is one thing, ensuring they are 
reliable though is another thing.

‘I had a fire pump on the back of my ute and the pump 
broke down halfway through the day and I had to get 
my mother out, through the police barricade to swap 
pumps over for a functional pump. The reality is, this sort 
of gear you don’t use every day. When you do push it, it 
breaks on you.’


