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Introducing:  

 
 

Alba Aquilina nee Cavallo 
Class of 1971 Form 5 
 
 

  

 
Dear Alba 
Thank you for sharing your 
compelling story. 
 
On the 11th Anniversary  
of Black Saturday, 
Alba Aquilina contacted Mercy 
College to request copies of class 
photos that were lost in the fires. 
 
 
Alba pictured with her husband Val. 

 

February 2020 

“Dear Mercy College, I lost all my 
possessions in the 2009 Black Saturday 
Fires. I am hoping I can have copies made 
of class year photographs?”  
 
“I am also keen to make contact with a 
couple of girls I used to spend a lot of 
time with at the College. They are Mary 
Vella and Nance Lagreca. My mother had 
this newspaper cutting of a visit to St 
Patrick’s Cathedral.” 
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My heart goes out to all those affected by the current 
bushfires, says Alba.  It won’t seem real right now, like a 
horrific nightmare. Just like that, you are stripped of 
everything that is familiar and have worked hard for, 
from basic necessities to our livelihoods, but above all 
this, there is much to be thankful for after the shock, 
realisation and desperation hits.  
 
Terror, loss. 
But my family are safe.  
 
We know we were the lucky ones. We survived. Life is 
so precious and our perspective on what really matters 
has been our mantra since that awful time in our lives. 

 
When I left Mercy, my main job was working for an insurance company and helping out 
for a while at my parent’s mixed business in Coburg.  I married the love of my life, Val, in 
1974 and we have been blessed with one son, three daughters and nine grandchildren. 
We shifted homes a few times and ended up at a beautiful, 60-acre property in Dixons 
Creek.  
 
I surprised my doctors 
when I survived 
ovarian / uterus cancer 
in my late forties. It 
wasn’t my time.  
 
Then Black Saturday 
came; the sudden 
wind change fanned 
the ferocious fire wall, 
ripping it through the 
Yarra Valley and 
surrounds, and our 
home was in its path.  
 
My husband Val saved our lives that day. The sudden wind change meant it was too late 
to leave so we hurriedly followed our fire plan and drove to the middle of a paddock 
clearing.  I was panicked from the sheer fear of the horror that was unfolding before our 
eyes and the sickening thought that we could all perish at any moment. Our hero, Val, 
kept all eight of us calm.  
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My grandson Oscar, became the face of Save the Children for the Red Cross. He was a 2-
year-old at the time and now he is 14 and attends Mount Lilydale Mercy College. Oscar 
was lucky to have survived because we were all trapped from late Saturday until we were 
rescued on Sunday morning. Darkness, fear, and the air thick with smoke, stung our eyes 
and made it extremely hard to breathe. Again, it wasn’t our time.  
 

 
I will never forget when 
Oscar walked in and went 
straight to a baby doll, 
hugging it and patting it on 
the back.  
 
Everyone at the centre was 
in tears at the sight of 
Oscar playing for the first 
time in four days after the 
trauma of the fires.  
 
 
 
 

 
Oscar has 
grown to be a 
fine young 
man and very 
proud to be 
at MLMC. 
The College 
has been a 
wonderful 
support for 
my family.  
 
Little Oliver is 
looking 
forward to 
the day when 
it’s his turn. 
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We had just buried my mother the day before and had a box of photographs and 
keepsakes that we had brought in from the garage. I had my wedding veil there too that 
my third daughter was to wear on her upcoming wedding. It amazes us to this day that 
the home was burnt to the ground yet the garage remained intact.  
 
The Earth was scorched as far as the eye could see. It looked desolate. We were in shock, 
where do we turn, where do we begin?  But then, Mother Nature gave us renewed hope. 

My granddaughters, Kayla and Natalia, 
were born one week apart, just after the fires. 
They brought about so much joy to the Ladies 
Support Group.  
 
The girls were referred to, “their fire babies”, as 
they symbolised a new beginning.  

 
One of my 
daughters, 
Megan, at age 27 
had a massive 
stroke and 
miraculously 
survived it and 
her two children, 
Vincent and 
Natalia, have 
their mother.  It 
was 5-year-old 
Vincent who rang 
for help and 
saved his 
mother’s life.  
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You would think that it all would have destroyed us making us bitter for our losses and 
hardships, but instead, we have our faith and it has brought us closer together. A weekly 
gathering for Sunday lunch around the family table has a greater significance that many 
could ever imagine.  

Back row, left to right:  
Jamie and wife, (my youngest daughter), Marcia, Val, Alba, Jon, husband of my eldest 
daughter Melissa, daughter-in-law Poppy, my son Mark and my daughter Megan.  
Sitting on the couch, left to right: 
Vincent, Oscar, Bronson holding baby Bowie, Zac and Izzy (my niece’s children)  
Sitting, front row, left to right: 
Micha, Oliver, Melia, Kayla, Natalia  
 

My message to our community is to work hard, 
but work at something you are passionate 
about.  
 
Make each day a memory you will treasure. 
Believe me when I say that this and the love of 
family and friends are everything.  
                                                                    Alba Aquilina 
 

 
 


