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Preface to the revised edition  
by Emeritus Professor John Mulvaney AO CMG

‘The land the English settled was not as God made it. It was as the 
Aborigines made it’. Such is the challenging claim which opens Sylvia 
Hallam’s majestic pioneer memoir on the interconnections between 
Aboriginal society, Country and the varied applications of deliberate 
firing. Fire and Hearth (1975) remains one of the most significant 
publications of the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies.

Sylvia Hallam’s well documented and closely argued study, represented 
a breakthrough in its sympathetic presentation of Aboriginal land care and 
food procurement. This positive approach demonstrated the close links 
between Dreaming stories and rituals, management of resources and fire.

Republication of this volume is welcome, both for scholars of 
environment and culture and for Aboriginal communities. Sylvia was 
stimulated to research the role of fire in Aboriginal Australia by the 
publication, in 1968, of two original articles which set out a general case 
for the importance of firing. The authors were Duncan Merrilees, from the 
Western Australian Museum, and Sydney archaeologist, Rhys Jones. She 
elaborated in great detail, especially from Western Australian data, that 
fire, exploited in various ways by Aboriginal communities, had dramatic 
ecological consequences, while crucially extending food resource 
availability. She successfully tracked down evidence through an exhaustive 
survey of historical records.

In its turn, this memoir stimulated others to examine ethnographic and 
ethnohistoric sources. Fire remains a central topic of research and 
controversy ever since. Of particular relevance are Marcia Langton’s 
Burning Questions (1998) and Bill Gammage’s recent magisterial survey, 
The Biggest Estate on Earth (Allen and Unwin, 2011).



viii
Her research provided acceptable explanations for the causes of 

vegetational change both before and following European colonisation. I 
illustrate from a personal experience. In 1950 I visited the Glen Isla area, 
west of Victoria’s Grampians (Gariwerd). An old resident pastoralist 
related that upon his arrival there in the late nineteenth century, trees were 
so widely spaced that his horse galloped easily through the bush. By 
recent times the scrub grew so thickly that access proved difficult. He 
wondered at the cause for change, which I was then unable to explain. 
Thanks to Sylvia and Gammage, these unwanted transformations may be 
explained as due to the cessation of regular Aboriginal cleansing of 
Country through firing.

The opening chapter of Fire and Hearth provides a global overview of 
the earliest evidence for fires lit by humans and its possible ecological 
effects. It reminds me that when I was a student at the University of 
Cambridge in 1953, Sylvia was there researching on Roman archaeology 
in the East Anglican Fenland. I participated in an excavation at Hoxne, 
also in the same region. Sylvia refers to evidence which resulted from this 
Hoxne research. The site had been a lake at a remote interglacial period. 
People had occupied the lakeside and we excavated flint tools which 
identified their users as Acheulean culture people. The tools are known as 
Acheulean handaxes, and are a major indicator of human presence in the 
Old World.

As Sylvia records, microscopic examination of minute pollen and 
charcoal traces from within the Acheulean strata indicated that firing was 
practiced. Some marginal deforestation and increased grassland had 
resulted. Whether these ecological changes were the accidental or 
deliberate consequences of human firing is unknown. It was an appropriate 
place at which to commence Sylvia’s account, because it was the oldest 
known association between a human society and fire. And it was so 
ancient that the first Australians must have brought knowledge of fire with 
them. As she concludes her memorable study, fire was crucial to ‘the 
shaping of Australian life, legend and land’.



Fire and Hearth:  
Author’s introduction to the revised edition

Since “Fire and Hearth” appeared in 1975 a litany of disastrous bushfires 
have led people to ask whether preEuropean burning practices and regimes 
may have been more successful in retaining fire as a reliable servant rather 
than a capricious master.  Interest has arisen from the practical needs of 
Australian foresters and ecologists in designing fuel reduction regimes to 
avoid catastrophic fires; but also from debates about such “control burning” 
among environmentalists, and indeed all those potentially exposed to 
furious fire.  Before the coming of Europeans Australians used burning as 
a closely controlled management tool.  How did they achieve this?

During the decades since 1975 Australians have developed a deeper 
appreciation of the role of skilled ecological knowledge integrated with 
deep spiritual commitment in each Aboriginal group’s mastery of land.  In 
2011, historian Bill Gammage, in The Biggest Estate on Earth, shows how, 
by skilled and purposive use of fire, a network of local groups created a 
unity of managed landscapes across the whole continent.

The original 1975 edition of Fire and Hearth examined, for southwest 
Australia, the then available evidence for Aboriginal burning, its manner 
and techniques, management patterns, and effects and purposes.  In the 
intervening years more historical sources have been published illuminating 
each of these topics, important evidence has been gleaned from grasstrees, 
and debates have arisen over the reliability of evidence.  On the question 
of the space and time context of Australian burning Chapter 1 of Fire and 
Hearth has been long outdated by the advance of global knowledge. All 
these topics need to be tackled in a new edition.  

But so extensive a revision would produce not a new edition but a new 
book.  In deference to those who wish to retain access to the original text, 



x
I have preferred to leave the original text unchanged, and to add a lengthy 
“Afterword” summarising these new developments and debates.  But so 
much important new work is under way that this will be out-dated before 
the presses roll. 

I thank all those who have stimulated and enlightened me over the years, 
particularly Ian Abbott, Mike Archer, David Bowman, Neil Burrows, Tim 
Denham, Charlie Dortch, Joe Dortch, Beth Gott, Chris Haynes, Hank 
Lewis, John Mulvaney, Roger Underwood, David Ward and Karl Wyrwoll. 
I remember with gratitude discussions with Rhys Jones and with Duncan 
Merrilees. My debt to my husband remains immense. The simplicity and 
precision of his English prose remain for me an unachieved ideal. My 
thanks are also due to Terri-ann White and UWA Publishing for their care 
and helpfulness.




























