
Face to face with two of 
the Knysna Inferno’s female 
firefighters.

By Leah Moodaley

J
ohanna Nicolaai and Charlene Taylor work as 

firefighters under the jurisdiction of Knysna 

Municipality. With Charlene in Sedgefield and 

Johanna in Knysna, they are currently both the only 

females on their respective fire teams. These extraordinary 

women risked their lives among the brave who fought the 

Knysna Inferno in June this year. 

Charlene and Johanna paint a vivid picture of what 

fighting a force of nature during that fateful week was 

really like. It was a combination of fear, uncertainty and 

adrenalin. “A fire is something diDerent. You don’t have 

the upper hand. Anything can happen. We just worked. 

I can’t count my hours; I gave my life for that fire. One 

thing you need to do is think on your feet and be quick. 

But when you get to that fire, something kicks in and you 

know exactly what to do,” explains Johanna. Charlene 

adds that although they both worked during the Knysna 

Fire, they did not fight it from the same location; she was 

in Elandskraal, while Johanna was in Knysna.

Charlene, who has served as a firefighter for nine years, 

describes the fire as “demonic”. Johanna agrees that she 

had seen nothing like it in her 13-year firefighting career. 

“The fires were uncountable and unstoppable. It moved 

quickly from Elandskraal to Knysna,” Charlene explains. 

Many traumatic things were seen and experienced during 

the five days of fire, but one phone call remains etched 

in her memory. “I answered a call from a woman wanting 

to know if her family was safe. She described them to me 

and gave me their location, but I was unable to confirm 

whether or not they were in danger. There was a lot 

happening. It was so diUcult to be in that position. The 

next day I heard on the radio that a family had lost their 

lives and I immediately made the connection.”  

Charlene describes many heart-breaking moments. 

“It was diUcult to see people lose their properties and 

members of their family, because it could have been mine.” 

Charlene and Johanna admit that their job can 

sometimes be emotionally taxing, but agree that their 

emotions fuel their passion and strength. They go on to 

explain that out in the field, teams are bound together like 

family. Johanna acknowledges that at times she is treated 

with more care than her male colleagues, but she doesn’t 

allow it to become a norm. “Sometimes they try to help 

me lift heavy equipment, but I make it clear that I will 

manage and get the job done.”

Charlene says that firefighting was not her first choice, 

but now she wouldn’t have it any other way. She recalls 

her first house fire, and doing a search and rescue after 

being told that a woman was trapped inside. It seems 

clear that compassion and responsiveness are valuable 

traits in this career. “I took this job on because I am a 

woman, and a lot of women don’t believe in themselves. I 

told myself I’m going to do this job the best I can.  

I’m a firefighter. I hate the words ‘I can’t.’ You can! You are 

a woman!” 

Just like Charlene, Johanna never aspired to be a 

firefighter. Her dream was to join the Navy. After over a 

decade of service and after the Knysna Inferno, she has 

another dream – to achieve her Firefighter 1 qualification. 

“If you want to do something, go for it. But you need to 

crawl before you can walk.” 

Both women glance at one another momentarily, 

perhaps realising how these “traditional” gender roles 

aren’t as rigid as they once were. “We never dreamt of 

being firefighters, but we believe that God wanted to use 

us,” says Johanna. 

“I was on leave that week. By the time I was called in, 

the fire was already in Knysna,” recalls Johanna. “The wind 

was like a tornado; pushing the fire. Eventually, I had to 

go home and tell my children to pack the necessities and 

prepare to evacuate.” Johanna lends some insight to the 

degree of focus and dedication needed to perform their 

duties. “Twenty-four hours is a long journey for us. While 

we are on shift, we also worry about what’s happening at 

home.” 

Being mothers, Charlene and Johanna admit that 

emotions run high during fire incidents. “We constantly 

put ourselves in those people’s positions because we 

feel what they feel,” explains Charlene. “I’ve seen a lot of 

people burn, and you think you’ll never overcome that.  

The hurt comes from acknowledging that these people 

have families. They are someone’s kids.” Charlene goes on 

to explain how good it feels to have done something with 

her life and encourages others to do the same. “In life you 

have to hit your head; one, two, three times. Get up and 

do something with your life. Women are the future of this 

country, we must share with one another and encourage 

one another.”
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