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Abstract
The theoretical conviction of Ecocriticism has indubitably proved its significance in the literary discourse from its very outset primarily due to its pioneering position concerning the survival of humanity as well as other species especially from a futuristic perspective. The multitude of ecocritical readings appearing in various fields just as in literature underline its validity and pragmatic appeal. An understanding of ecology and its concerns is an undeniable aspect of a child’s education and hence texts that address environmental issues occupy a prominent place in literature for children. The paper is an attempt to study bushfire phenomenon as presented in different books of children’s fiction along with their ecocritical implications. The selected texts include Ivan Southall’s Ash Road, Christie Nieman’s As Stars Fall and Ella Holcombe’s The House on the Mountain all of which uniquely portray how the fire exists as a threatening physical entity as well as its emotional and cultural aftermath.
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The increasing interest in posthuman and related perspectives in the post-theoretical era underlines the much older concerns regarding environmental issues and the significance of ecocriticism. The emphasis on the prevailing era of Anthropocene where humans are perceived as a geological force with the capacity to regulate environment and climate has led to the furthering of various ecocritical discussions and enthusiasm in many disciplines just as in literature. Moulding future citizens as nature-concerned individuals by educating them through appropriate children’s books that are devoid of anthropocentric orthodoxies has indubitably become a need of the hour. Books of fiction among the various modes of familiarizing the children with an ecocritical affection play a commendable role not only in making them aware of ecological problems but also in enlightening how fierce the aftermaths of natural or man-made calamities can turn into. Massey and Bradford explain in Contemporary Children’s Literature and Film: Engaging with theory how ecocritical books for children “thematize contemporary ecological issues [and] reflect shifting global agendas and predict future possibilities” (109). Narratives for children on bushfire phenomenon have been a mirror to many children across the world to understand such an enduring reality and its consequences better including how children of their age who have been victims to the same have dealt with it with necessary euphemism expected from a children’s text. The paper attempts to analyse three bushfire narratives for children namely Ivan Southall’s Ash Road, Christie Nieman’s As Stars Fall and Ella Holcombe’s The House on the Mountain that have optimistically guided the victims as well as other children with the lessons of survival and hope where bushfire exists as a physical entity producing its own cultural and emotional repercussions.











Ash Road by Ivan Southall is a striking story of three boys who are destined to deal with an accidental bushfire that began from the fire they elated during a weekend tour. The joy and freedom of the first tour without adult supervision Graham, Wallace and Harry are fascinated about, turn into an unexpected but helpless sense of responsibility as the fire expeditiously goes out of control in the dry underbrush. Despite the possible carelessness occurred from children who are exposed to unanticipated freedom, the book doesn’t try to interpret either the children or the adults as heroes or villains, instead focuses on the harmony and the choices each has to make in their own present circumstance whether it be gathering necessary resources or saving the lives of others as well as their own. There are compelling pictures of adults who honestly struggle to help fighting the fire and children being ambushed by the flames. Along with the protagonists, the toil of Pipa, Peter and Gramps are some other important characters whose fight to survive is capable enough to create an impact on young minds. Every detail presented in the writing and illustration is a reminder humbling enough to realize the power of nature to scare humanity and how necessary it is to remind ourselves constantly on how to sensitively deal with the ecology and work on sustainable development. The hot, sweaty and dry atmosphere add to the impression especially when filtered through children’s inquisitive eyes where they see the fathers helplessly but courageously fighting while the mothers assist in first aid centres. It is possibly a breath-taking read for a child to imagine the children of Prescott left alone supposedly being safe under the supervision of just two old men prior to the fire itself makes its omni-potent presence.




The crudity of rural Australia achieves its realistic verge as the narration is inspired by Southall’s forthright experiences. Ash Road succeeds in sustaining the effect of pliancy and feedback of victims to disaster and misfortune along with highlighting the nuances of economic and social disjuncture in a small rural society. The backdrop of Australian manufacturing and service industries resulting in job opportunities for the population including men and women and the shifting of people from rural to urban areas under the fascination of globalisation have been mentionable economic impacts whereas social changes like women questioning their subversive position, Vietnam War and more significantly, adolescent affinity towards American and British pop culture, interrogation of control and age-old social norms have considerably impressed the atmosphere of this book of child fiction. Most substantially, as a work for children, the growth and the change the youngsters undergo as part of the maturation process specifically as a result of real-life exposure to a catastrophe like the bush fire have been brought out adequately aided by the exemplification of poignant psychological portraits. Southall is cautious in detailing the characters’ response to the natural hazard than the disaster itself thus triumphing in manifesting how people evince their best and worst selves in the battle for continuance. “People were not standing up to fight as they used to do. They were not calling out of themselves the ultimate effort to survive with dignity as they used to do. They were running as they used not to do”. (ch.12, Men Stand Up and Fight) The lack of preparation and the resultant panic retain the suspense all through the story and the pace of the plot is parallel to the advancement of fire that fuels the consequent actions.











Christie Nieman’s As Stars Fall revolves around an endangered bird that escapes a bushfire and how it brings together three teenagers in spite of their differences in circumstances and personalities. The setting is in north-eastern Victoria where the fire gains momentum taking away the life of the mother of Seth and Delia who was involved in studying the Bush-Stone Curlew. The abrupt demise of their mother has adversely affected both the children; Seth who wanders the city streets quitting education with his fractious anger towards everything especially the fire that killed his mother as well as Delia who has turned into a freaky and workaholic self. Alongside, the parallel plot of the bird-nerd Robin who has been compelled to drag herself to the city life along with her mother as her parents split up after the fire presents an ideal, dream-like childhood indivisible from nature as the readers unconsciously get tempted to experience the empathy Robin possesses towards her dog, the cows, the trees, the creek, the bushland and above all, the birds she is genuinely obsessed about.  As the Bush-Stone Curlew makes her appearance in the city near to the children’s house, the lives of the three children are entwined perilously and thus renders the emotional and cultural aftermath of bushfire and transpires to be a story of love, grief, friendship and nature.
The ecocritical sense of the text is complimented in its entirety as Nieman graciously captures the bird’s sensations and impressions during the whole of the story: “The curlew was waiting for her mate. Her hunger was growing. She smelled the air. She fluffed her feathers over the delicate eggs that lay on the ground beneath her, growing life from her warmth.” (ch.1, Disturbance)







Instead of portraying bushfire as such, right in front of the intended sensitive readers Nieman focuses on a descending group of events taking place two months after the bushfire thus targeting to highlight the fallouts rather than the bushfire itself. The seven parts into which the plot is arranged relatively wraps up eleven days of recovery and related efforts from the part of the protagonists. The striking differences among social institutions of country side and city have been methodically raised through Robin’s thoughts and anxieties on her new school in city which is a contrast to her peaceful country side school and also by means of the character of Delia who is withdrawn and lonely in her own world at such a young age without any considerable emotional support from her school. The city school also failed to be a support system for Seth as it is evident in his decision to quit school and expose himself to a life addicted to drugs and cigarettes to forget his enduring pain and thus find some solace.
The bird acts as a symbol of nature capable of striking the children differently as it haunts the siblings Seth and Delia while fascinates Robin acting as an infrangible bond between her and nature. The aura of adults influencing the children’s thoughts and well-being and the transference of their notion of ecology and its varied impacts upon the children have also been examined thoroughly as Robin is very much a counterpart of her father in her affinity towards nature just as Seth and Delia discover an overpowering acquaintance with the curlew as if they see the reflection of their mother in the endangered bird.




The House on the Mountain by Ella Holcombe depicts intricate emotional aspects of people in distress as a consequence of the bushfire phenomenon and reminds one of the necessity for sustainable rescue and rehabilitation capacity. Demonstrating the devastating nature of bushfire to children without evoking depression and confusion among them is a strenuous task to be handled cleverly
and Holcombe has successfully achieved the balance the narration demands by precisely selecting and evicting elements from his bitter real-life experience. Regardless of a modest explanation of the loss of his parents in 2009 Black Saturday bushfires as part of Notes from the Author and necessary and apt descriptions of the post-bushfire trauma, the book by and of itself optimistically recounts a community’s recovery process as well as the people’s ability to get through and heal: “In the mornings the fog rolls up the hill just like it used to. Mum digs over the soil in her old garden beds. Shoots of green are sprouting all the way up the tree trunks, and a few of Mum’s plants poke their heads out of the blackened ground. Whenever she discovers one, she calls for us to come and look.” (Holcombe) The narrative strategy is a clear balance between unnecessary concern about sensitive content for children and ruining of the desired atmosphere to bring about the realistic picture of bushfire where the related trauma gets registered in its intensity and seriousness among young audience without bothering them beyond a limit. The fate of children and teachers who lost their lives during the bushfire is analysed in such a mentionable symmetry: “And in assembly we talk about all the kids and teachers and families who will never come back. There are photos of them in the hallways, surrounded by flowers and teddy bears. Sometimes I get tired of seeing their faces, and I just want to forget. In

class I sit with my pen not quite touching the paper, frozen.” (Holcombe)



The first-person narrative voice of the child makes the version absolutely reliable for a child reader along with the complimenting illustrations by David Cox and exhibits an educational capacity in equipping a child to tackle complex emotional dilemmas universalizing the struggle and survival that accompanies a catastrophe such as a bushfire. The central plot surrounds the narrow escape of the protagonist’s family from a bushfire that is reminiscent of the 2009 bushfire that took the lives of hundreds and left many economically and emotionally devastated. As the firestorm hits the narrator’s house which has been an abode of peace and sanctity, the family becomes homeless and has to spend many days cluelessly at the destitute shelters provided. The imprint of lack of familiar environment among the child protagonist and her twin brothers is foregrounded contrasting their bond with the natural surroundings where they freely roam around with the demanding situation of the calamity: “As dusk creeps in, we stretch out on the trampoline, telling secrets under the vast black sky and its endless stars. The night’s so quiet we can hear Mum and

Dad’s voices coming from inside. The heat of the day hangs thick in the air.” (Holcombe) Rather than a bushfire narrative aptly crafted for children. The book is a reminder of harmony and sense of unity that is not yet extinct among humanity and most importantly of the exceptional strength individuals gain throughout the process of endurance, trial and recovery.
The future of humankind is inseparable of and is determined by its conduct towards nature. The conservation of nature along with understanding its beneficent as well as pernicious possibilities have evolved into a necessity rather than a responsibility. The contemporary unanticipated disasters happening around the world whether it be in the form of pandemic or natural calamities are to a great extent a sign of limitations of human power and features the need to accelerate going back to nature for the safety of humanity itself. A serious inquiry into the ecocritical probabilities of children’s texts and channelling the same to appropriate age groups paves a significant way in rationally disciplining the child towards an eco-friendly future as does the selected works of bushfire narratives in their irrevocable refinement. As explained in “Bushfire Books for Children”, “These books provide a way to open conversations with children who have been affected by the fires. There is comfort in knowing other children, even fictional ones, have experienced the same loses. And storybook children can offer new ways and words for exploring and comprehending the emotional and psychological impact of fires” (Wooldridge)
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