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Stringer’s Knob Fire Tower   by Carrol Preston 
1941 - 2019 

Including Black Friday, 13th January, 1939 bushfires 

O ver its lifetime there have been many to brave the 

climb and work as fire spotters at Stringer’s Knob 

Fire Tower. 

Stringers Knob fire tower was built in 1941 following 

the black Saturday fires of 1939, by local builder Clem 

Heather, as a result of the Royal Commission into the 

fires revealing the need for fire spotting towers across 

the landscape.  

Made using 2 logs spliced and bolted together – 

Ironbark for the bottom log and yellow stringy for the 

top. Buried 3m into the ground and supported by 6 guy 

wires. A small timber cabin was cantilevered on the top 

of the pole and supported by bracing underneath. 

Metal spikes staggered up the poles with fencing wire 

around the back formed the ladder and ‘fall prevention’ 

system up to the cabin.  

Located on Monument Track at Bete Bolong North 

(situated between Orbost and Buchan), Stringer’s Knob 

fire tower was constructed with what materials were 

available at the time - Red Iron Bark and Yellow Stringy 

Bark. 

It was an innovative design comprising of a spotter’s 

cabin perched atop a single 28 metre (100 ft) pole. 

The fire spotter’s cabin was 2.5m square and enclosed 

on all sides, but the top third comprises of windows, 

The Tower provided an unrestricted, 300
0 
view of the 

surrounding forested area, such as the Bete Belong and 

Buchan Valley, Tara Range, Lower Snowy National Park, 

the foothills just north of Orbost, and across the coastal 

woodlands from Lakes Entrance to Conran. This allowed 

for early detection of fires up to 40 kilometres away. 

One fire spotter described himself as being a uni 

 



student in the 60’s and coming up to work the tower 

for the summer months, camping up in a little hut at 

the base of the tower. A forestry worker would bring 

him up supplies once a week and he would study and 

read books during the day. He often sun-baked on the 

roof of the cabin, and one day when the radio rang it 

gave him that much of a fright that he nearly fell off the 

roof.  The hut that he slept in at the base of the tower 

had no floor and he just slept on blankets on the 

ground. One night he heard a rustle and felt some 

movement and woke to a 6 foot long brown snake 

saying hello. 

(These stories have not been proven as correct as the 

times have gone by and there is no one left to confirm or 

refute them, but they are officially documented on such 

websites as DELWP and VHD). 

Stringer’s Knob Fire Tower commenced operations in 

1941, then was decommissioned in the 1960s.  The site 

and the tower then became an iconic, unique structure 

for visitors/tourists to stand in wonder of this majestic 

single-pole tower. 

(Clem) Clemence William 

Heather was born in 1903 

in Bairnsdale, Victoria.  

He died on 1 February 1972 

in Orbost, Victoria, at the 

age of 69.  

He was the builder of 

Stringer’s Knob Fire Tower 

as well as a Forestry Worker. 

He was also a significant 

member of the Orbost 

Municipal Band. 

Inside the Fire Spotter’s Cabin. 



F riday, January 13th came, with 

a thin haze of smoke showing 

faintly through the trees.  The 

temperature was warm, but not 

warm enough to confound the 

reported prediction of Inago Jones 

that the drought was due to break.  

A change might yet come.  It did 

come, but not the change we had 

expected, and had hoped for. 

During the morning fishing parties 

went out, as usual, and kiddies 

romped on the beach.  At Marlo, 

the day was an enjoyable January 

day. 

But at about two o’clock, the scene 

commenced to rapidly change.  

Biscuit brown smoke quickly 

veiled the sun, and soon a weird, 

opaque twilight, like that which 

occurs during a Mallee dust storm, 

was being experienced. 

The wind driving the clouds was 

high for, near the ground an 

uncanny stillness prevailed, not a 

leaf stirred. 

The barometer began to drop, and, 

“We’re in for a storm, this time.” 

exclaimed some people. Others, 

however, said, “No, it’s only dust 

and smoke.  Another day like last 

Sunday.”  Those last were correct. 

By half past two, lamps were 

alight, and we lived in a world 

such as is viewed through deep-

orange sun glasses, a world in 

which motor lights shone through 

blue-green beams. 

A sudden rising of wind 

momentarily thinned the smoke 

clouds, so that we thought the 

worst had been experienced.  Vain 

though!  The breeze died down, 

and the smoke rolled over more 

densely than before.  Within a few 

minutes the hummocks had almost 

gone from sight, and the whole sky 

in the direction of Conran Plains 

was illuminated with the intense 

red brown glow. 

In the direction of Buchan and 

Nowa Nowa, where the fiercest 

district fires were raging, the sky 

was darker. The water of the 

estuary was flat calm, but the 

boom of distant surf was loud in 

our ears. Our familiar friendly 

world had swiftly passed, and we 

were now in a weird region of 

brown half light, a region in which 

figures and buildings were 

obscurely seen. Bewildered poultry 

retired to roost. 

At about four o’clock, inky 

darkness came. Here, people 

walked abroad with the aid of 

torches.  We looked at our watches 

and exclaimed in astonishment, 

“It’s only five o’clock.” Two hours 

of daylight still remained - 

elsewhere. The truth was 

incredible.  Our sense of time was 

atrophied. 

Every now and then a car came in 

from the Marlo-Orbost road, its 

twin beams of light cutting sharply 

through the blackness.  Motor boat 

parties that had found themselves 

suddenly enveloped in darkness, 

kept close to one bank and made a 

precarious trip back from the 

Brodribb to their moorings, and 

some campers from the timbered 

holdings near Marlo, walked into 

the township, having used the 

beach as a guide. 

Wireless sets told of the appalling 

havoc being wrought by fires in 

other parts of the State, and, 

although no nervousness was 

displayed here, some cars were 

made ready for a hasty departure 

“just in case.” 

The extraordinary pitch blackness 

continued till between six and 

seven o’clock, then the reddish 

glow returned.  A gentle shower of 

minute cinders commenced to fall 

and a black coating consisting of 

particles of burnt vegetation had 

been precipitated on roads, cars 

and buildings. 

Imperceptibly the glow 

disappeared, and at last we lived 

again in the grey darkness of real 

night. 

Black Friday, 1939, had passed. 

A WEIRD WORLD CAME 

--------------●--------------- 

Black Friday, 1939 
by O S G via Snowy River Mail 

VICTORIA 
AREAS SWEPT BY BUSH FIRES - 

JANUARY 1939 



 

Vale - Stringer’s Knob Fire Tower 

Sadly the fire tower at Stringers Knob was lost 

to the fires of 2019 - 20 which raged through 

huge swathes of forest in the Far East 

Gippsland district. 

The fire tower and surrounding land are now 

listed as part of the Victorian Heritage 

Register for its historic and scientific 

significance, its experimental design, unique 

construction technique and contribution 

which this tower made towards improving fire 

awareness and safety in Victoria. 

 

Looking from above onto the site of 

Stringer’s Knob Fire Tower after the 

bushfires of summer 2019/2020. 


