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After the fire, a still small voice by Evie Wyld 

 

After the fire is a haunting and atmospheric novel set in Australia and is written 

partly in colloquial Australian English. A vivid and different experience awaits 

us - in spoken language and imagery. The landscape is beautiful but alien. 

Unusual, thrilling birdsong fills the air, gum trees tower in the bush and 

luscious lilac jacaranda trees are everywhere. Exotic orange and green rosellas 

fly low and cockatoos with yellow crests wander tamely in the streets. It’s a 

vibrant but odd world we enter in these pages. We are transported to the 

other side of the world. The sights, sounds and smells are so different from 

those we know in Europe.  

Blue gums and box trees hepped out of it not bothered with the dieback. 

is just one example of how we struggled with some of the language, even the 

native English speakers. Also the working class Australian expressions felt right 

for the subject, though they did pose us with some problems. This was not an 

easy read.     

Set in eastern Australia, After the Fire, A Still Small Voice tells the stories of 

fathers and sons learning to cope with the realities of wars they do not 

understand. As in all catastrophes war creates its own aftermath. It leaves in its 

wake all manner of human suffering – physical or emotional – often leaving its 

victims alone to cope with its horrors in silence. The trauma of war is one of 

the main themes.  

In After the Fire, the trauma reaches through three generations. Frank Collard's 

grandfather fought in Korea and his father went to Vietnam. Though these two 

men were to a certain degree rescued by caring wives, neither could conduct 

life successfully or be a good father after returning to the civilian world. It is 

their inability and unwillingness to talk about their war experiences that 

creates the legacy of suppressed rage, alcoholism and depression that runs like 

a thread through the generations of Collards. 



From Canberra to the small beach town of Mulaburry comes Frank Collard, 

trying to put behind him painful personal memories. He has treated his 

girlfriend Lucy very badly and is consumed with guilt. Suffering from 

uncontrollable rage and an inability to handle relationships, he retreats to a 

shack he has inherited from his parents. He finds very little has changed since 

his childhood, 

On a high shelf, a grey elephant, a kewpie doll and a mother-of-pearl shell. The 

wedding cake figurines of his parents and grandparents that had always stood 

on the telephone table, dustless inside their glass bell jar. 

There, amid the cane fields, rip tides and other lost souls, haunted by the 

Creeping Jesus in the dark, he fights with his demons and comes to terms with 

his history. 

Fifty years earlier, Leon Collard lives a quiet life in Sydney with his immigrant 

parents, who run a local bakery. Father and son are close; Leon’s father 

patiently teaches him how to make the figures for a wedding cake. It’s a 

healthy, good father and son relationship. But when Leon’s father enlists to 

fight in the Korean War and returns a broken man, the family crumbles. Years 

later, Leon is conscripted to fight in Vietnam, and is devastated by his own 

experiences. As these two stories unfold, told in alternative narratives, we see 

how Frank and Leon’s lives are intertwined. 

Nature plays a major role. It opens up the narrative, creating an eerie 

metaphorical space, or silence, between each character, mirroring the physical 

and mental states that separate each generation. Although nothing is truly 

silent: even the landscape is "thick with insect noise". The landscape, ocean, 

birds, insects, trees and animals are characters in their own right. And Wyld’s 

lyrical prose adds weight to the spellbinding effect of nature, which is seen as  

dangerous and omnipresent. The land and the sea play intimate roles in the 

lives of all the characters. Both Frank and Leon hear sounds that seem to 

follow them- a hiss, a growl, a rustle in the bush. Are they real or imagined 

noises? Is the bunyip, an aboriginal monster, lurking in the shadows? 

A sense of loss and abandonment, particularly of children, is another major 

theme. Leon’s parents abandon him, never knowing he is off at war.  Frank’s 

neighbours, the Haydons, lose their daughter to leukaemia.  The 



disappearance of a young girl Joyce Mackelly haunts the small town of 

Mulaburry. Then the grim reality of her jawbone is discovered. Frank’s 

girlfriend Lucy had been raised by foster parents who abused her. Sal, the 

Haydon’s young daughter goes missing for a few days and we feared she had 

been murdered too. Frank is a suspect for a while. We wondered if he might 

have been involved but thankfully she had just gone “walkabout.”  

Sal is one of the most endearing characters. We all loved the way she dresses a 

carrot as a Cindy doll. She is feisty and brave and very confident and helps 

Frank come to terms with himself and his loneliness. She represents hope in 

the future. Though burdened by the loss of her sister, she is a survivor. 

The novel goes back and forth between Frank and Leon, but never tells their 

story together. We were quite confused at times. Maybe it would have been 

better to link the stories more closely from the beginning. There are small 

clues to a connection, like the wedding figurines in the glass jar, but not all of 

us noticed them. Wyld wants us to work out connections for ourselves, and we 

do eventually, but not without some hard work! A reference at the end to the 

possible return of Lucy is another example,  

From round the back of the shack came the thick splash of shampoo being 

washed out of long hair 

Some of us missed this and had no idea that Lucy had probably come back to 

Frank. 

Why the title? It comes from a biblical verse (1 Kings 19:12) which is 

referenced in several different places. “After the earthquake, a fire” on a 

lighter that Leon buys.” After the fire a still small voice “(an embroidery that 

Leon makes) “After the wind, an earthquake” (Leon waking himself during his 

journey into the desert.) The closing lines of the famous hymn Dear Lord and 

Father of Mankind are 

Let sense be dumb, let flesh retire; 

Speak through the earthquake, wind, and fire, 

O still, small voice of calm. 

We thought the title signified a wish for love, grace, peace and forgiveness to 

emerge from traumatic experiences. The hope of good coming out of bad.  



Leon eventually finds peace through living in a religious community where he 

feels safe and loved. Other characters seem to be learning to be at peace with 

their suffering and problems. The novel is not depressing, it is quite optimistic. 

There is a small hint that Frank is escaping his past and starting afresh. He is 

learning to control his anger.  In many ways the novel is about love stories - the 

challenges and the price paid for love. The women pay as heavy a price as the 

men - even though they have not been to war. 

Our Comments  

“I would never have read this book if I hadn’t been in the reading group. Thank 

you for forcing me to read it! I struggled at first but then got a lot out of it.” 

“I loved the very colourful descriptions of nature but there were so many birds 

and flowers I’d never heard of!” 

“It was very difficult to read- the language was so complex and full of dialect. I 

struggled with this book.” 

“The depiction of the traumatising effects of war on men and their families was 

very powerful and well done. I was impressed by a young woman’s ability to 

write so well from the masculine point of view.” 

“I felt it was very much a man’s book. Cold and unfeeling – showing how men 

so often hold in their emotions.” 

“I found it boring, it was too confusing, I lost the plot and wasn’t very engaged 

with any of the characters.” 

“I felt like I was in limbo- too many things were left open. I was reading in the 

dark- unable to make the family connections.” 

“I liked the contrast in styles between Frank and Leon’s stories. Leon’s was told 

in a more accessible European style - reflecting his European immigrant parents. 

Frank’s more colloquial style was suitable for him.” 

“The difficulty of men coming back from war and not being able to adjust to a 

normal life was very well portrayed.  Also how they find it hard to talk about 

their experiences. This happened in my own family.” 

“The women are described from a male point of view. This was well done.” 



“It was as much work as fun reading it- adjusting to the Australian words etc. “ 

“This was the hardest book to understand that we’ve ever read in the groups- 

and my dictionary was packed away in a carton because I’m moving!” 

“I found the second half of the book more interesting but on the whole I didn’t 

like it.” 

“I really loved the book. I think Evie Wyld is a brilliant author. She has a very 

vivid style. I was living it through the characters and loved the description of 

nature. I was aware that she is still very young and was very impressed by her 

writing ability.” 

“The story is very interesting and touching but also very tough- it was 

psychologically very well observed.” 

“I liked the book very, very much. The parallel stories created suspense. I liked 

things being left open.” 

“I learnt quite a bit about Australia- especially during the fifties and sixties. I 

had no idea of the segregation of aborigines as late as in the sixties. The lost 

generation. “ 

“I loved it. She is a fantastic writer. I loved her lyrical style. I forgot I was 

reading a female writer- her ability to write about the Korean and Vietnam 

wars was striking. The war scenes were totally plausible.” 

“The flaw to me in the book was the jumping from one generation to another. 

It was not made clear to me what the book was about.” 

“The inability to communicate is an important part of this book. Bob Haydon is 

the only man who is able to talk about his emotions.” 

“Nature is wild and dangerous, hard and cruel, full of unknown threats- this 

was shown very well indeed. Not only in Australia but in Vietnam too.” 

“This book was challenging in lots of ways. It took me some time to get into it 

but by the end I had enjoyed it very much. The characters gradually grew on 

me.” 

“As an introduction to the Australian way of life - it was very effective.” 



“The only character I empathised with was Linus, the aboriginal man. The 

others didn’t come alive for me.” 

“My favourite character was Sal- she is older than her years- and has a 

wonderful personality.” 

“Frank is at war with himself- he has created his own violence. His guilt at 

being cruel to his girlfriend lingers throughout.” 

“The novel is full of a sense of violence, loss, hatred and menace- either from 

real war situations or through domestic violence or murder. But there is an 

optimistic tone- that these can be overcome with time and patience.” 

“I had no idea that Australia had fought in the Vietnam War- this was very 

interesting. We are taught very little about Australia here in Germany.” 

“My impression of Australia had always been of a new and tolerant country 

but racism clearly exists - even today.” 

Recommended 

Some of us loved this book- some of us found it confusing and boring. But 

there is no doubt that Evie Wyld – half British and half Australian - is a highly 

talented young writer and one to watch out for in the future. She wrote the 

book as a tribute to her beloved Uncle Tim who fought in Vietnam, only to 

return traumatised.  

A powerful first novel. 

 

Jan Bild 


