Extract from “LIVING IN A TINDER BOX” - NT News, NT Weekend, Saturday,  November 3, 2018.

REPORT BY JASON WALLS.

After a house fire in Darwin in an Indigenous community killed three and severely injured another, loved ones are asking how it could have been allowed to happen … Jason Walls reports:

JUST before 6.30pm [on Saturday, November 1, 2014], a triple-0 operator takes a call from the Kulaluk Aboriginal community in Darwin’s west.

Caller: Yeah, hi, I’ve got a house on fire at house — um — I’m (at) Kulaluk Community.

Operator: OK, you …

Caller: It’s burning the whole house nearly.

The operator urges the caller to make sure everyone is away from the building as the caller desperately tries to work out if anyone is still trapped inside.

Operator: Is anyone hurt?

Caller: Um, no, not that we know of, that’s what I’ve been asking is anyone in that room, nobody knows. Everyone was sitting outside. They’ve been drinking all day. The whole house is gone up. Ah, it’s one of those little elevated, um, wooden houses.

In the confusion, it gradually emerges that up to four people known to have been staying at the property are unaccounted for.

Caller: Someone’s saying that that room that was (on) fire, there was — um — a couple sleeps in that room. They said that they normally sleep in that room and — that’s them two couples not here with everyone else. I just hope they weren’t in that room, please.

Then, a short time later, the caller’s worst fears are realised.

Caller: Yes, we need ambulance, someone just ran out burnt (inaudible) — badly burnt.

Operator: OK, you get a blanket (inaudible) OK?

Caller: His wife (inaudible) — his wife was still in there. His wife was still in there, I think she’s gone.

Operator: Are his clothes on fire or has be got clothes on?

Caller: Um, he’s only got jeans, you can see his hair — all his hair’s been burnt.

By the time emergency services arrive, the house is fully engulfed and bystanders are doing their best to comfort the badly burnt man before he is driven away in an ambulance.

It takes firefighters about 20 minutes to get the fire under control, by which time the building has been almost completely destroyed.

The badly burnt man, Tim Thurtell, would wake up the next morning in the Royal Adelaide Hospital with burns to 39 per cent of his body and no memory of anything that happened before he went to bed the night before.

His partner, 48-year-old Alice Springs woman Bernadine Pope and two others, a 29-year-old Tiwi Islander and New Zealand-born Kim Shiosaki (AKA Byrne), 50, never made it out of the room.

The fire burnt so hot and so fast and damaged the building so severely Bernadine Pope’s body wasn’t discovered until about 7am the next morning.

As a result of his injuries, all of Tim Thurtell’s fingers had to be amputated, plugs were stitched into his nose to help him breath and all his teeth were pulled out to reduce the risk of infection.

Operator: What’s that cracking in the background?

Caller: That’s the house, it’s burning to bits.
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