
Fire-proofing an occupation 
 
Like so many Australians, I have felt the burden of housing affordability, but as a 
construction artist, it is my workplace which I value above all else. Workplace insecurity can 
arise from financial, geographical, or physical limitations. However, It is our Australian 
environment which brought workplace insecurity to famed author, Jackie French.  
 
As a fellow resident of Australia’s Great Dividing Range, I have seen the effects and felt the 
power of bushfire. Three years of living in the Kinglake Ranges post Black Saturday allowed 
me to see the personal and collective effect that bushfires can have on a community. These 
experiences were a strong influence on an already lengthy career path towards this project.  
 
Until 2017 I was Victoria’s premier/only pirate ship playground artist, I had set about 
creating the most child resistant, arson resistant, long lasting, safe, ergo-dynamic, 
steampunk-styled timber pirate ships in existence. I’m proud of my work in that industry but 
sad to say that my pirate ship days are now behind me. However, the skills I learned are put 
to good use in my current pursuit, bushfire resistant Tiny Houses on Wheels, B-THOWs for 
short.  
 
It was my development of these houses which caught Jackie’s attention, she sent me one of 
the more unusual requests I’ve had in a while.   
 
The mission was a fire-resistant library which would allow the writing work of Jackie to 
continue beyond a catastrophic bushfire. An irreplaceable collection of historical 
documents, books and letters, was to be placed under the care of my own design and 
workmanship.  
 
Bushfire proofing has its detractors, I know this because I was one of them. I was sceptical in 
2017 when I started looking into the bushfire building codes, my fears were confirmed when 
last year’s fires destroyed many houses built to the Australian Standards. We lost them due 
to the regulations not being designed for mega fires but also because these regulations 
were written to fit an existing building industry and consumer expectations.  
 
Bricks and metal are the first thing that most people imagine when considering a fire-proof 
structure, this is an understandable assumption but a heavily flawed one. Allow me to 
explain. 
 
Bricks conduct heat, add little structural integrity and under extreme heat they can crack 
and explode, even causing damage to other structures. Mortar can also crumble under heat, 
leaving dangerous hazards and hefty repair bills.   
 
Steel, as well as conducting heat, can expand rapidly, snapping its fixings. While steel does 
not melt until well over 1000 degrees, it becomes structurally altered before it reaches 300. 
Worse, the coating on the steel will produce toxic smoke at surprisingly low temperatures, 
smoke which can be quickly forced into your house by rising air pressure in your walls and 
roof space.  
 



These are just a few examples of assumed fire proofing measures which have been 
completely shown up within bushfires.  
 
We need a new fire proofing philosophy here in Australia, one which bases itself on stability 
under heat, insulation, defence against flying debris, wind and smoke. One which focuses on 
details like doors, pipes and vents as opposed to the outer cladding which already offers a 
high level of defence against fire, regardless of the material. We need a code which rates 
timber, a material which remains stable under flame, has low heat conductivity, is impact 
resistant and strong, even after it’s burnt.     
 
We need a construction code which recognises that bushfire does not ignite the exterior of 
a house and burn through to the interior. Like a thief, fire looks for a weak spot and breaks 
inward, setting fire to the synthetic materials of the interior.  
 
As residents, we need to respect the effect that fire has on communities and individuals. 
Respect for how difficult it is to pick yourself up from loss and trauma then force yourself 
into the building process. We need to recognise the effect this has on the ability to pursue a 
social life and develop a career. The stress on relationships, emotions, families plus the 
added environmental toll of re-building houses on mass needs to be recognised.  
 
An insurance payout will not rebuild your house for you, nor does it rebuild your career, 
spirit or collections.    
 
For many self-employed people, natural disasters are especially devastating. To lose your 
income and identity along with your home would be truly heart breaking.  
 
Throughout the Covid 19 pandemic, many people will have experienced, to a small degree, 
what a natural disaster can be like on your mental health. You may have experienced 
displacement, loss of work, a lack of social connection, grief, financial burden, and many 
more aspects of a natural disaster. This may allow you to imagine some of the emotional 
impact survivors experience post fire.   
 
It is these effects which I am trying to minimise with the design and construction of the 
Book Bunker. I can’t save Jackie’s house from fire, it’s a beautiful and established 
homestead but it’s not designed to survive a bushfire. What I can do is allow her to keep 
working and fulfill her writing contracts, earn an income and keep her personal collections 
safe. I can help her keep a small piece of home intact and take it to a new location or leave it 
in place for a rebuild.   
 
This was not an easy project, my work is intended to defend against eight bushfire 
elements, all of which can destroy your buildings and belongings. For comparison, the 
building codes are designed around only three elements, flame, embers and radiant heat. 
These are valid concerns but missing the key ingredients of extreme wind, heat conduction, 
smoke, debris and pressure change, any of these can destroy your house or its contents on 
their own.     
 



This construction has 13 project requirements, 20 fire-proofing design principals and 64 fire-
proofing design elements. This is for a single room with no services or mechanics. When the 
pipes, cables and services of a house are added, the number of total fire proofing elements 
goes well past 100.  
 
Equal in importance to the design is the workmanship, it takes diligence to do this job, many 
of the methods used cannot be seen or inspected upon completion, the appearance of the 
Book Bunker is actually quite deceptive. While much of the construction appears to be steel, 
the cladding is actually Magnum Board, a masonry composite. Any steel used in the outer 
structure is a thin skin to protect against debris and has at least two fire proofing layers 
behind it. These will never be seen by a customer or an observer.  
 
Every material which I use inside or out receives a burn test, from quick burn tests with a 
gas torch to intense experiments set within extravagant burn piles, all of which I have 
documented on film.  
 
I will never able to completely fire test the Book Bunker, even if I tried, testing all 
eventualities of a portable object against the changing beast of a bushfire would not be 
possible. The Fire element which I struggle with the most is debris. Calculating the damage 
that could be created by falling branches and objects being driven by wind in excess of 
200km/h seems impossible to accurately predict and test. For this reason, the book bunker 
is fire resistant even as an insulated frame.   
 
There is one eventuality that I cannot defend against, a full tree trunk striking it, coupled 
with bushfire would certainly end the life of the bunker and its contents. Going 
underground is the only solution to this problem, just don’t expect it to be a comfy reading 
nook, come with you when you move house or fit within a reasonable budget.  
 
I know you are wondering about costs; this level of workmanship isn’t cheap. The bad news 
is that one of these units it’s going to cost $50,000, transport and installation included. The 
worse news is that I never build exactly the same thing twice and don’t intent to start a 
manufacturing business which would reduce costs. On the plus side, the design brief which I 
gave myself requires it to be easily replicated by others and constructed with readily 
available materials, time will tell if I’ve succeeded in that.  
 
The true fire resisting capacity of the Book Bunker may remain a mystery for a very long 
time, indeed, it may never be known to myself or my customer. Short of that knowledge, I 
take great pride in creating something totally unique. I get a lot of joy out of watching 
people’s reactions. Each person sees something different in the appearance. To some it’s a 
time machine, to others it’s a war machine. It can be old or futuristic, a spaceship or a deep-
sea submarine. To children it’s a playground, to adults it’s a peaceful retreat. To Jackie, it’s a 
robot with legs that wanders the forest when no one is looking.     
 
I hope this piece of construction art can help draw attention to the need for work and 
housing security in a changing world, I also hope it can take its place within the evolution of 
disaster proof construction within Australia.    
 



Tom Coupe 
Construction artist, TC Tiny.  
           
 
 
 
    
 
 


