
ADVE01Z01WE - V1 SAWEEKEND FEBRUARY 6-7 9

WORDS PAUL ASHENDEN AND VEATHIKA JAIN
MAIN PHOTOGRAPH TRICIA WATKINSON

T here’s a ceramic vase sitting in
pride of place in a custom-made
niche in the wall of the sparkling
new Adelaide Hills home of En-
rico and Sophia Sgarbi. It’s not
the prettiest-looking pot by any

stretch of the imagination. It’s cracked and
melted – a far cry from the beautiful vase
Enrico admits he probably paid too much
for when he bought it from Adelaide art
centre JamFactory about 40 years ago.

But this pot’s a survivor. This pot was
once also on display in the couple’s pre-
vious home – before that home was gutted
by the raging inferno which ripped
through the Cudlee Creek region on De-
cember 20, 2019.

On that night, the Sgarbis lost nearly
every material possession they owned.
Their home. Six classic cars. Two other
cars. A ute. The garden they had meticu-
lously created as a family with their now-

adult children. Family
photos dating back
generations. About 600
bottles of wine. And 130 li-
tres of homemade passata.

When they fled those deadly
flames on that hot, horrible, unfor-
gettable, unimaginable day, they fled with
nothing but the clothes on their backs.

So they lost the lot. Everything. Well, al-
most everything.

The pot that now sits proudly in that re-
cess near the snug of the new dream home
they built somehow survived. So did the
pizza oven out the back that Sophia had
given Enrico a decade ago for his 50th
birthday.

And so now, three months after moving
into the new home they built on the same
patch of land which had housed the home
they had lived in for the previous 20 years,
the couple reflects on that pizza oven and
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Today marks 12 months since SA’s Black 
Summer bushfires were declared safe. 
SAWeekend and advertiser.com.au have 
followed the recovery process of two 
fire victims. Here are their stories. 

that pot with reverence. They discovered
the vase was still intact as they were pick-

ing through the rubble of what
the blaze left behind. It was

hidden under  the  crum-
pled  ruins  of  their

split-level   home,
  which   had   once

  enjoyed picture-
perfect views atop
a hill a few kilo-
metres from Lo-
bethal.

“As I was going
through the rem-

nants of the home I
found the vase in-

tact – cracked, but in-
tact,” says Enrico, now

60. “The roof had fallen,
the top floor fell on it. It fell

off the shelf down to the ground.
The roof landed above it. And I thought
‘Oh my God, it’s a survivor’. 

“So I crawled under the roof sheets and
got it, and now it’s in our bedroom.

“That and the pizza oven were the only
things that survived. Nothing else. No jew-
ellery, nothing. Everything was gone.”

But, out of the ashes, the Sgarbis have re-
built. Their home and their lives. They’ve
spent the past 12 months almost entirely
focused on the rebuild. They took a year
off from running their successful business,
EnviroTemp, which supplies products to
improve efficiency in reverse-cycle aircon-
ditioners. 

And they received the keys to their pris-
tine new home on November 13, becoming
among the first of the more than 200 SA
bushfire victims who lost their home last
summer to do so.

O ver on Kangaroos Island, garlic far-
mer Shane Leahy, 47, has had other
priorities.

The Parndana Fire Brigade lieutenant
had already spent two weeks battling fires
on the western half of the island when his
home went up in flames on January 3, dur-
ing a firestorm which ultimately claimed
119 houses.

He continued fighting fires round the
clock for the next two weeks, couchsurfing
between the fire station and friends’
homes, while coming to terms with his
own devastating loss. 

The blaze had gutted his home and all of
his possessions. But, miraculously,
Leahy’s garlic shed had survived, and he
made the conscious decision to direct his
energy towards saving the fledgling busi-
ness before thinking about rebuilding his
home.

Over the previous 18 months, Kangaroo
Island Fresh Garlic had gradually made a
name for itself, providing quality, pesti-
cide-free garlic products. It’s a business he
had dreamt up over a few beers with good
mates Lachie and Sam Hollitt. 

The trio figured there was a market for
KI-grown garlic, and set the wheels in mo-
tion to create a joint venture. 

They did their research and were pre-

Enrico Sgarbi and his new Adelaide Hills home and, below, a vase which survived the devastation.
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paring to plant their first crop when Sam
Hollitt was killed in a car crash. Leahy and
Lachie Hollitt were too devastated to go
ahead with the crop that year but re-
grouped and were preparing to start the
business in Sam’s honour when Lachie fell
ill with testicular cancer. He died nine
months later.

Leahy decided the boys would have
wanted him to push ahead with the garlic
enterprise, and all of the 2019 crop was sit-
ting in wooden boxes in a sorting shed
about 100m from his home when the fire
raged through.

Army crews on the island as part of Op-
eration Bushfire Assist chipped in to help
prepare that crop for market, but then a
global pandemic crippled the catering in-
dustry the farm had supplied, forcing
Leahy to change his focus to a growing on-
line market.

“After the devastation in January, the
first thing I looked at was the garlic surviv-
ing and the business that was in front of
me,” he says. 

“The only thing that survived was the
garlic, so from day one, I focused on that. It
was always in my head that the garlic busi-
ness had to be the hero of my life now. The
fires have pushed me and forced me, in a
lot of ways, to make sure this works.”

Leahy bought himself a laptop and
printer and ran the business out of a do-
nated caravan he lived in for five months
after the blaze, before accepting an offer
from Sydney-based rapid housing com-
pany Lift Link to supply him with a two-
bedroom home.

He moved into the modest structure,
erected over eight weeks about 50m from
his previous house, at the start of June.
The initial plan was for this building to be a
temporary living space but as the year pro-
gressed, the urgency to rebuild on the site
of his former home dissipated.

“Living in the caravan was never going
to be an option as a permanent thing,”
Leahy says. “Trying to run a business and
trying to live a life out of a caravan, it’s
hard work. It’s all right if you’re on holi-
days, but you can’t permanently live there
as a life.

“(Initially) I thought of this little house
as temporary accommodation, and then I
would need to rebuild a home. But as we’ve
lived here over the past six or seven
months its becoming very comfortable.

“I’d be quite comfortable here for two or
three years, until I’m very confident of
how I want to rebuild. I haven’t had time to
do plans for a house … so I’ll be quite
happy living here for the next couple of
years. The rebuild will come over time,

rather than getting forced into it because I
need somewhere to live.”

I t was a far different story for the Sgarbis,
who were determined to be in their new
home by Christmas 2020. The inferno

had ruined one Christmas; they were ada-
mant that it would not ruin another.

Enrico Sgarbi set the wheels in motion
for their rebuild before the fire even hit. He
called his insurance agent as they were flee-
ing their property to let him know their
home was under threat. Later that night,
still reeling after hearing from neighbours
the house had been razed, he was back on
the phone to the agent to confirm their loss.

He emailed a builder on December 23
and had signed a contract by New Year, de-
termined to be at the front of the queue
when the rebuild in the Hills began.

The couple had previous looked into
building a holiday home at Wallaroo,
which ultimately failed to eventuate, and
had then briefly contemplated selling
their Lobethal district property to build
their dream home on a virgin block of
land, so they had a firm idea of what the
new house should include.

And, most importantly, they had a sim-
ple but solid plan to protect their assets in
case of a fire: pay a premium for top-level
insurance and evacuate early to save their
own lives.

“Every year, around November or De-
cember, I would go back through the year
and look at what we had accumulated and
what we’d done, and I’d ring my insurance
agent,” Sgarbi says.

“I’d always adjust my insurance. In-
surance, for me, is an investment. So the
day the bushfires started, I felt safe inside.
I knew that our assets and the security of
our future home was protected.”

And so, within weeks of their gutted
house being cleared and as the Sgarbis
took up residence in a fortuitously vacant
rental home directly across the road, their
new house started taking shape.

They had invested two decades and
hundreds of thousands of dollars painstak-
ingly moulding their 1.4-hectare property
into their own piece of paradise, but had
been concerned the split-level home they
bought when it was near-new back in 2000
might become too hard to handle when
they entered their twilight years – hence
the dalliance with building a new home a
few years ago. So the silver lining to that
horrific day was  being  able  to  build  the
vast,  single-storey house they had always
dreamt about on the site in which they had
invested so much. 

They enjoyed the small bursts of excite-

ment throughout the year, as the builders
reached various milestones, but, looking
back, say it is something they never again
want to experience.

“Thankfully, everything happened
smoothly,” Sgarbi says. “There were no
major complications … But now, in reflec-
tion ... it was a hard year.

“I said many times that we were OK, and
at that moment we were, but now we think
backwards, it’s like, ‘How on earth did we
have the strength to get through that?’. It’s
like we were numb for 11 months.”

For months, he would wake in the middle
of the night, suddenly remembering a job
he needed to complete before the next stage
of the building process could proceed.

“My father always told me that the true
test of a man is how he can manage himself
during adverse conditions – and this is
definitely an adverse condition,” Sgarbi
says. “I hope I am managing things OK.”

The result of his sleepless nights and re-
lentless focus is an expansive and impress-
ive four-bedroom home with high ceilings
and plantation shutters throughout. Large
windows make the most of the hilltop views
and the home features a wine room, studio,
massive master bedroom with a retreat,
walk-in robe and a bathroom as large as
their previous bedroom. The surviving
pizza oven dictated the exact location of the
home and is incorporated into a large out-
door patio which features, as pavers, a few
salvageable bricks from the original home.

The Sgarbis have gone above and be-
yond regulations to make the home bush-
fire safe. There are no eaves or verandas to
catch the wind, and no exposed wood.
Every appliance, every piece of furniture,
is new.

“As friends come and visit and see every-
thing in the house is new, they’re going to
think, ‘Wow, this is very nice and this is
very nice – what did you spend for this?’,”
Sgarbi says. “My wife’s already prepared
her response: ‘What did it cost us? Every-
thing’. And that’s exactly what it cost us:
everything. Although we’re going to get a
big, beautiful home … at the end of the day
we paid a huge price.”

S hane Leahy’s modest home among
the gum trees north of Parndana is far
less grand, but after months living in a

caravan, he’s just happy to have a solid,
permanent roof over his head.

“You don’t appreciate how much a hot
shower means, or being able to go to the
toilet in a house,” he says. “Being able to
get out of the shower and have a warm en-
vironment to get back into ...

“You don’t realise how simple your life is
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when you’ve got a house with all those
things. Every day you walk in, take your
boots off, walk into the house, have a show-
er, come out and cook your dinner.

“You don’t realise how easy that is. It
doesn’t matter how big your house is or
how small. It’s your home. The caravan is
not a home.”

Like Sgarbi, Leahy has had little time to
stop and reflect on the trauma of losing his
home during the relentless process of re-
covery. “I’ve been so busy with readjusting
to everything ... I haven’t had time to sit
there and think ‘Wow – what happened?,”
he says. “You just don’t have time to reflect
on that bad things did happen ... it’s just
been constant. You don’t switch off.

“I don’t know how long it can go on be-
fore you have a meltdown, but at the mo-
ment, yeah, I’m going really well.”

But for a couple of weeks early in the pro-
cess of organising his insurance claim, that

cellation of local sport was a massive blow
for the isolated KI community, which tra-
ditionally comes together on weekends, es-
pecially in winter for football and netball.
The island’s tourism sector is slowly bounc-
ing back after it was crippled by both bush-
fires and COVID, and many farmers hit
hard by the fires enjoyed one of their best
seasons in years.

“The community spirit … the community
on Kangaroo Island … how everyone has
bonded together in the last 12 months,”
Leahy says when asked to reflect on the
past 12 months. “I’m sure it’s the same in a
lot of country areas, but it just shows the
good heart of people in the community,
and even right across Australia.”

He and the Sgarbis understand the con-
sequences of choosing to rebuild on proper-
ties in areas proven to be susceptible to the
terrors of fire. They know it might happen
again one day. They accept that risk. It’s

one they are willing to take to enjoy the
beauty of living among the Australian
bush.

“I supposed the biggest fear (heading into
this bushfire season) would be for our own
safety,” Enrico Sgarbi says. “We already lost
everything. The worst we can lose now is
ourselves. Our safety, our health, our pets.
If another bushfire came through, we’ll do
the same thing. We’ll leave. We’ll make sure
our property is protected. It’s definitely
bushfire ready. I hope it doesn’t happen
again. But if it does, we’re ready.”

Leahy says coming into this bushfire sea-
son “is actually still quite scary”. “I think a
lot of people probably thought that after
what we’ve gone through … that for the
next five years we don’t have to worry too
much about getting burnt out, he says. “But
we’ve had a really good season as far as
rainfall and the growth of grass and crops
and trees. That danger is still there.” 

wasn’t the case. Leahy’s insurance com-
pany approved the claim but his bank re-
fused to release the money because he had
a small mortgage remaining.

“My mental health deteriorated very,
very quickly in those couple of weeks, be-
cause I thought I wasn’t going to receive
any insurance money,” he says. “And that
was devastating. What had I done wrong for
them not to give me my money? I couldn’t
fathom it. 

“And I couldn’t talk to anyone there, ei-
ther – you’re talking to brick walls. So that
was pretty sad. The bank was probably my
biggest upsetting thing through the whole
experience.”

But both men are full of praise and
thanks for the help they’ve received from
governments, charities and their com-
munities – especially considering the extra
burden COVID-19 restrictions placed on so-
ciety in 2020. The pandemic-enforced can-

Shane Leahy in front of his new home near Parndana and, inset, Leahy and Enrico Sgarbi with the gutted remains of their homes destroyed during the Black Summer fires. Photographs: Sarah Reed, Brad Fleet
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A CHILDREN’S book about
bushfire recovery is being pre-
launched today, on the anni-
versary of last summer’s
Kangaroo Island fire zone
being declared safe. 

Evie and the Bushfire tells
the story of a girl whose island
home is devastated by fire – but
she regains hope.

It was written by Islander
Becky Westbrook, who was
approached by publisher Margi
Prideaux.

Dr Prideaux said she felt a
moral responsibility to support
her community in its recovery
from the blaze that destroyed
87 homes, including her own.

Her company, Stormbird
Press, planned to distribute a
copy of the book to every child

on the island. “We wanted to be
able to give a tool to parents so
they could sit down with their
children and talk through the
fire, what happens and what it
means,” Dr Prideaux said.

A family-friendly pre-
launch event will be held at
Kangaroo Island Brewery to
celebrate the book, illustrated
by Jet James, which will be
publicly available on April 12.

Bushfire recovery co-ordi-
nator Rob Manton said his
office had decided against host-
ing a major community event
today, after receiving a mixed
response from locals.

He said many in the com-
munity wanted to focus on the
future after the blazes, so the
event would instead be held to
coincide with an Anzac Day
football match.

MICHELLE ETHERIDGE

Sharing stories of 
loss and recovery

ONE is a garlic farmer from
Kangaroo Island. The other
sells airconditioner parts from
his home in the Adelaide
Hills.

They come from vastly
different backgrounds and
their life narratives are poles
apart. But they share one
defining experience. They
both lost their homes in the
Black Summer fires.

Today, in a moving multi-
media experience, Enrico
Sgarbi and Shane Leahy tell
their stories of recovery to
mark the 12-month anniver-
sary of those fires being
declared safe.

Over the course of the past

year, an SAWeekend and
advertiser.com.au film crew
visited the men at their
homes to chronicle the highs
and lows of rebuilding from a
bushfire. 

During these visits, at vari-

ous intervals throughout the
year, the men provided in-
sightful contrast into the vari-
ous priorities of fire victims.

In the picturesque hills
near Lobethal, Mr Sgarbi,
who turned 60 in January,
made the conscious decision
to put his successful business
on hold for 12 months so he
could concentrate solely on
the construction of his and
wife Sophia’s dream home.

He signed a contact with a
builder in the days after the
December 20, 2019 Cudlee
Creek fire gutted his home,
and has spent nearly every
waking moment, and many
sleeping ones, dedicated to
that cause. The Sgarbis re-
ceived the keys to their new

home on November 13, mak-
ing them one of the first of the
more than 200 SA families
who lost their homes in last
summer’s fires to move into a
new abode. 

For Mr Leahy, 47, the
priority was his farm, after
KI’s January 3 inferno
claimed his home, but, mir-
aculously, left his garlic shed
unscathed. He ran the busi-
ness from a caravan for five
months before, in June, mov-
ing into what was originally
going to be a temporary
home. But that temporary
space has started to feel like
home, and he has given him-
self no deadline to complete,
or even start, building a new
permanent dwelling. 

Throughout their inter-
views, Mr Sgarbi and Mr
Leahy share the raw emotion
that came with encountering
the mangled remains of their
homes for the first time, and
the determination and tireless
hard work required to rebuild
from such a disaster.

They discuss the planning
needed and the pitfalls to
avoid, and how their love of
living close to nature contin-
ues to outweigh the danger
posed by annual bushfires.

The results of their candid
interviews are two emotive
web documentaries – which
subscribers can view on
advertiser.com.au – and an in-
depth read on their journey
inside today’s SAWeekend.

Video journalists Veathika Jain and Emily Dawe interview Kangaroo Island resident Shane Leahy at his burnt-out house. Picture: Simon Cross
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