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40TH ANNIVERSARY

cyclone tracy

CHRISTMAS DAY COMMEMORATES 40 YEARS 
SINCE TRACY CHANGED THE LANDSCAPE
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Cylones have long 
been a part of life 
in the tropics, but 
none in Australia's 
history arrived 
quite like Tracy.
It changed Darwin 
forever and still 
traumatises survi-
vors. She looms 
large in our his-
tory and must 
never be forgot-
ten.

6
Where did Cyclone 
Tracy come from 
and why did it turn 
towards Darwin?
How strong were 
the winds and why 
was it so destruc-
tive?  Read the sci-
ence behind the 
cyclone.

8-18
TALES OF 
SURVIVAL
There are close to 
47,000 stories 
from the night of 
Cyclone Tracy. 
There may be 
common themes 
but all tales are 
unique.
We sit down with 
those who sur-
vived to under-
stand as best we 
can what Tracy 
was really like.
  

8
TIMELINE
How did the week after 
Cylone Tracy unfold?  
A day by day guide.

19
-2

2

NOW AND 
THEN
Scenes from  
Tracy's devas-
tation and 
street photos 
from the time 
compared to 
what they look 
like now.

23SEA DEATHS
Darwin harbour was smashed so badly 
only five ships remained seaworthy 
enough to search for survivors.  16 peo-
ple are believed to have died at sea.

24
-2

7

EVACUATION
In the largest evacuation in Australian 
history, Darwin's population was reduced 
from about 47,000 to close to 10,000 
in a matter of days.

28-31
AFTERMATH
Major-General 
Alan Stretton 
was Australian 
of the Year in 
1975 for his ef-
forts leading the 
Tracy response, 
but in Darwin 
he polarised 
opinion.  

32-38REBUILD
Tracy changed the built form of Darwin forever, 
but can we withstand another direct hit?

CONTRIBUTORS
EDITOR: Rachel Hancock
EDITORIAL: Maria Billias, Zach Hope, Fred McCue, Kylie Stevenson, Jill Poulsen,
PHOTOGRAPHIC EDITOR: Michael Franchi   
PHOTOGRAPHERS: Elise Derwin, Aaron Burton, Helen Orr, Katrina Bridgeford, 
                         Chris McKeen, Joshua Florendo   DESIGN: Jo Jamieson

1839, November 24
Severe cyclone at Port 
Essington military 
outpost; nine deaths; 
intensity comparable 
with Tracy.

1897, January 6-7
Darwin cyclone ± 28 
dead, every building 
damaged; 32 ships lost ± 
winds estimated at more 
than 200km/h, 
barometric pressure about
950 hPa at Point Charles 
(eye) ± similar to Tracy.

1899
More than 300 people 
drowned in storm surge 
during cyclone in north 
Queensland.

1911
Cyclone batters 
Queensland coast around 
Port Douglas; 120 people 
drowned with ship 
Yongala wrecked.

1917
Cyclone in Darwin ± 
details sketchy, apparently 
moderate intensity but 
some storm surge noted.

1918
Devastating cyclones in 
Mackay, Innisfail areas, 
north Queensland ± 
barometric pressure falls 
to near 900 hPa 
(compared to Tracy's 
950 hPa).

1937, March 11
Darwin cyclone ± wind 
gusts up to 158km/h 
recorded.

1957
Managing engineer, 
Electricity Undertakings 
says: ªDarwin does not 
get many cyclones, not 
severe onesº; Director of 
Lands says ªDarwin 
seldom has winds greater 
than 60 knots and a wind 
of that velocity would be 
rare.º

1960
New Darwin building 
regulations make no 
provisions for design or 
construction for cyclones 
± designing houses for 
cyclonic conditions then 
considered an 
extravagance.

1963
Local engineers express 
concern about need to 
design housing for 
cyclones. They begin 
experiments and tests.

1971, December 24
Cyclone Althea causes 
serious damage in 
Townsville; building and 
planning authorities begin 
detailed consideration of 
engineering requirements 
to minimise cyclone 
damage.

1972, January
Dept Works designs new 
houses to comply with 
the standards adopted 
following Cyclone Althea.

1973, May 24
Stage one Casuarina 
Square shopping centre 
opened.

1973-74
Houses being completed 

in Darwin at the rate of 
three per day. In the five 
years before Tracy, 
housing completions 
averaged 961 per year.

1974, January
Disastrous flooding in 
Brisbane area ± worst 
since 1893; the floods 
follow heavy rains in 
aftermath of Cyclone 
Wanda ± $700 million 
damage, 16 deaths, 300 
injuries, 8000 made 
homeless, 56 homes 
swept away and 13,000 
buildings affected.

1974, January
Emergency procedures 
rehearsal in Darwin for 
water and sewerage 
supply. Record rains in 
both Darwin (746mm) 
and Alice Springs (313mm.

1974, January-May
Heavy rains cut NT access 
roads through Queensland 
for many weeks at a time.

1974, March
Serious floods in Daly 
River following Cyclone 
Jenny ± evacuations and 
loss of lives.

1974, March 22
Dr Rex Patterson, Minister 
for Northern Territory, 
announces that NT will 
have a fully elected 
Legislative Assembly from 
October.

1974, May
Whitlam Government 
narrowly returned in 
general elections.

1974, July 2
Natural Disasters 
Organisation established 
by Department of 
Defence; Major-General 
Alan Stretton appointed 
Director-General.

1974, August
Dept Works makes 
budget bid to strengthen 
older houses to meet new
standards ± funds not 
granted before Tracy.

1974, September
Darwin Hospital writes 
ªEmergency Proceduresº, 
including mass casualty 
plan; procedures 
exercised during Cyclone 
Selma in December.

1974, October 29
Severe earth tremor felt 
in Darwin.

1974, November 27
Severe tropical storm 
lashes Darwin, fells trees 
and powerlines.

1974, December 3-4
Cyclone Selma skirts but 
misses Darwin, brings 
heavy rain and 80km/h 
winds.

1974, December
The Ashmore counter-
disaster plan for Darwin 
delivered by the Natural 
Disasters Organisation, 
but not trialled before 
Tracy.

1974, December 20
Tropical low develops in 
Arafura Sea between 
Timor and West New 
Guinea.

Cyclone timeline
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The night that Darwin

changed forever

C
YCLONE Tracy is
Australia's single
biggest natural
disaster.

Flattening
Darwin in hours,

killing 66 people and injuring 
hundreds more, it is forever 
embedded in our national 
psyche, and still haunts its 
survivors.

Christmas Eve marks 40 
years since Tracy began her 
assault on Darwin. By 
Christmas Day, only about 
500 of 12,000 homes had 
escaped damage.

The NT News has been 
inundated with people wishing 
to be a part of this special 
commemorative feature 
edition.

Everyone has an important
story to share Ð themes 
overlap, but each story is 
unique and special.

We have heard from 
heartbroken residents who 
lost family and loved ones; 
from others who are no longer 
living in Darwin because the 
pain is still too real; from those 
involved in the evacuation and 

clean-up; and from those who 
stayed and rebuilt and are still 
proudly living in Darwin 
today. 

A common thread 
throughout most of these 
stories is the sense of 
community and comradeship; 
everyone was in it together, 
forging lifelong friendships as 
they got on with the job of 
rebuilding Darwin.

Cyclone Tracy was the 
second time Darwin had to be 
rebuilt from effectively a blank 
canvas. 

The first came after 
Japanese air raids of World 
War II, 32 years earlier.

But as those who 
experienced 1942-3 slip away, 
it's Tracy in all her fury that 
most grips the city's 
imagination.

Darwin had been caught off
guard because of Cyclone 
Selma weeks before. People 
had prepared then, only for it 
to drift towards the Kimberley 
coast with little more than a 
few gusts of wind.

When Tracy blew south 
from the Arafura Sea, it was 

expected to be much of the 
same. 

The Bureau of 
Meteorology's anemometer 
was destroyed when wind 
gusts reached 217km/h early 
on Christmas Day. 

Some have suggested gusts
may have topped 280km/h, 
which would have made it a 
category five cyclone.

Some say the gusts from 
the tail end of Tracy could 
have even reached 300km/h 
Ð but it will never be known.

At the height of these 
catastrophic winds, buildings 
and houses disintegrated.

People were hurled from 
their homes like missiles and 
those on boats in Darwin 
Harbour stood little chance at 
all. At sea alone 17 people were 
killed.

All essential services were
cut and Australia's largest ever 
air evacuations saw the 
Darwin population whittled 
down from 47,000 to about 
10,000 in a matter of days.

For the next six months 
access to Darwin was 
regulated by a permit system 

to keep so-called unnecessary 
people out of the rebuilding 
city.

Some spirits were broken, 
but when all was told, 
Territorians stood tall.

Out of the rubble rose a 
modern, vibrant metropolitan 
city built with tougher 
foundations.

Today, Darwin stands
on the cusp of a new era, 
poised to reap the gains of 
a growing Asia and 
Canberra's recognition of 
Northern Australia's 
strategic importance.

There will be some who
say Cyclone Tracy should 
not be commemorated in such a 
way; that the memories are still 
too raw, particularly for those 
who lost loved ones. 

Indeed, many such victims
have never seen Darwin again.

We acknowledge these pages
may cause some people distress, 
but to ignore Tracy is to ignore 
our history. 

She is a story that must be 
told and we must never forget

MARIA BILLIAS 

Cyclone Tracy

 represents the 

second time the

 city of Darwin 

had to be rebuilt, 

effectively from 

a blank canvas

By Christmas Eve 1974, the frontier town of Darwin was already well versed in 
trouble. It had worn major cyclones in 1897 and 1937 and had been bombed repeatedly 
by the Japanese in World War II.   But nothing prepared its citizens for Tracy. 
Cyclone Selma, just weeks before, had left residents complacent and Christmas 
parties were now in full swing.  By morning, Darwin had again been destroyed.  

�
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N
O ONE can put a
precise meteoro-
logical size on
Cyclone Tracy's
appetite.

It is well docu-
mented the anemometer at 
Darwin airport broke when 
gusts reached 217km/h at 
about 3am Christmas morning

It is quite probable wind 
gusts topped the necessary 
272km/h to take it to 
category 5, although studies of 
tree damage appeared margin-
ally less severe than when 
Cyclone Monica, a certified 
Cat 5 and potentially the 
strongest cyclone to hit 
Australia, skirted Maningrida 
in 2006.

Making Tracy so devastat-
ing was its direct and slow 
moving (less than 10km/h) hit 
on an unprepared city.

Buildings were not con-
structed to handle such brutal 
force and the population, cele-
brating Christmas Eve, was 
tuned out to the cyclone threat 
just weeks after Selma rolled 
in from the west, touched 
Bathurst Island and headed 
back from whence it came 
with only a few heavy breaths.

The Bureau of Meteor-
ology's fledgling equipment 
picked up the low which would 
become Tracy forming in the 
Arafura Sea, south of Indone-
sia's Aru Islands, on December 
20. It issued its first cyclone 
alert at 4pm the following day.

Considering there were 

only two or three satellites 
orbiting Earth in 1974, trans-
mitting images a couple times 
a day (there are now as 
many as five satellites 
capturing activity every 
hour or even half-
hour), the early work 
from the BOM and 
Darwin Tropical 
Cyclone Warning 
Centre team was 
commendable.

BOM meteor-
ologist Ian Shep-
herd says what 
no one could pre-
dict in 1974 was 
Tracy's deadly 
course.

ªThat was some-
thing that was com-
pletely uncertain in 
those days,º he said. 

ªThey didn't realise it had
turned the corner and was 
heading directly towards Dar-
win until some time after it 
had made that turn. 

ªNowadays we'd have com-
puter models from many dif-
ferent meteorological agencies 
from around the world all 
monitoring the same cyclone 
and we'd bring that infor-
mation together to make our 
own forecast about where the 
cyclone was going to move.

ªWe'd be pretty confident
of giving about two days warn-
ing for a cyclone like Tracy.º

By the morning of Decem-
ber 23, Tracy had reached the 
northern tips of Bathurst and 

Melville islands but instead of 
continuing its track towards 
the Kimberley coast, it took an 
unexpected left turn towards 
Darwin.

It was the beginning of the
monsoon, which brings north-
westerly winds as the trough 
moves towards the northern 
coast.

Mr Shepherd said in a case
of devastating timing, these 
winds formed just as Tracy 
was reaching the Tiwis.

ªIf it had have formed 
weeks earlier, it may not have 
had the same affect,º he says.

The first time the word 

December 21

4pm
A tropical low was centred 250km NNE of Croker 
Island at 3pm and there is a possibility of a 
tropical cyclone developing. Communities between 
Maningrida and Bathurst Island are alerted.
Ships in Arafura and Timor seas please transmit 
three-hourly weather and radar rain reports to 
Weather Darwin.

10pm
Tropical Cyclone Tracy was centred 200km NNE 
of Cape Don at 9pm and moving WSW at 12km 
per hour. Gales are not expected on the coast 
within 24 hours but communities between 
Goulburn Island and Bathurst Island are alerted.

December 22

10am
Tropical Cyclone Tracy was centred 180km NW of 
Cape Don at 9am and moving WSW at 13km per 
hour. Gales are not expected on the coast within 
24 hours but communities between Cape Don and 
Bathurst Island are alerted.

4.15pm
At 3pm CST Tropical Cyclone Tracy was centred 
80km north of Snake Bay and moving SSW at 
9km/h.
Destructive winds of 90km/h with gusts to 
130km/h are expected on Bathurst Island and 
Melville Island today and tonight. Flood rains are 
likely over Bathurst and Melville islands. 
Abnormally high tides may occur along the coast 
between Garden Pt and Cape Don.

December 23

4.00pm
At 3pm CST Tropical Cyclone Tracy was centred 
70km west of Snake Bay and moving SW at 
5km/h.
The centre is expected to be 150km NW of 
Darwin at 3am CST tomorrow.
Destructive winds of 90km/h with gusts to 
130km/h are expected on Bathurst Island and 
western Melville Island tonight and tomorrow. 
Flood rains are likely over Bathurst and Melville 
islands. Abnormally high tides may occur along 
the coast between Cape Don and Bathurst Island.

7pm
At 6pm CST Tropical Cyclone Tracy was centred 
140km NW of Darwin and moving SW at 4km/h.
The centre is expected to be 160km NW of 
Darwin at 6am CST tomorrow.
Destructive winds of 90km/h with gusts to 
130km/h are expected on Bathurst Island and 
western Melville Island tonight and tomorrow. 
Flood rains are likely over Bathurst and Melville 
islands. Abnormally high tides may occur along 
the coast between Snake Bay and Bathurst Island.

10pm
At 9pm CST Tropical Cyclone Tracy was centred 
135km NW of Darwin and moving SW at 4km/h.
The centre is expected to be 150km WNW of 
Darwin at 9am CST tomorrow.
Destructive winds of 90km/h with gusts to 
130km/h are expected on Bathurst Island and 
western Melville Island gradually easing from the 
east tonight and tomorrow. Flood rains are likely 
over Bathurst and western Melville islands 
gradually contracting westwards. Abnormally high 
tides may occur along the coast between Snake 
Bay and Bathurst Island.

December 24

1am
At midnight Tropical Cyclone Tracy was centred 
130km NW of Darwin and moving SW at 4km/h.
The centre is expected to be 140km WNW of 
Darwin at midday today.
Winds of 70km/h with gusts to 120km/h are 
expected on Bathurst and western Melville islands 
gradually easing from the east during today. Flood
rains should gradually contract westwards from 
western Melville and Bathurst islands. Abnormally 
high tides are no longer likely along the coast 
between Snake Bay and Bathurst Island.

The limited weather-
monitoring technology that 
existed in 1974 meant it was 
hours before anyone realised 
the powerful ̀ midget cyclone' 
had changed course and was 
headed directly for Darwin. 

The following are the actual alerts issued by the Darwin 
Tropical Cyclone Warning Centre, beginning December 21.

���
���

�

Storm that took a ¼

Turn for
the worst

WHAT 
NO ONE 
COULD 
PREDICT 
IN 1974 
WAS 
TRACY'S 
DEADLY 
COURSE.
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ªsevereº appeared in BOM 
alerts was 7am Christmas Eve.

It was not until 12.30pm 
forecasters noted it had turned 
towards Darwin.

Tracy's gale force winds 
extended 80km to 100km in 
diameter, making it a ªmidget 
cycloneº in meteorological 
terms. 

The eye tightened as it 
approached Darwin until it 
was just 6km in diameter. 

Forecaster Dr Greg 
Holland, who was in the 
eighth floor of the Smith St 
building housing the Bureau of 
Meteorology that evening 
noted in the Australian 
Meteorological and Oceano-
graphic Journal the entire gale 
force wind region of Tracy 
would have fit within the eye 

of severe tropical cyclone 
Kerry (1979 in the Coral Sea).

Tracy's severe damage was
limited to an area about 50km 
inland, and slight damage 
about an extra 20km or 30km 
inland.

Had Tracy hit Geelong, Dr
Holland says, ªthe entire dam-
age would have extended less 
than one third the way to the 
Melbourne central business 
district, which would have ex-
perienced little more than a 
windy day. By comparison the 
damage from super typhoon 
Tip (1979 in the western North 
Pacific) would have covered 
Victoria and Tasmania and ex-
tended into NSW and South 
Australia.º

Tracy had packed its fury
tight.

4am
At 3am CST Tropical Cyclone Tracy was centred 
125km NW of Darwin and moving south at 4km/h.
The centre is expected to be 110km WNW of 
Darwin at 3pm CST today.
Destructive winds of 90km/h with gusts to 
130km/h are expected to continue on Bathurst 
Island today.

7am
At 6am CST severe Tropical Cyclone Tracy was 
centred 120km NW of Darwin and moving south 
at 4km/h.
The centre is expected to be 100km west of 
Darwin at 6pm CST today.
Very destructive winds of 120km/h with gusts to 
150km/h are expected to continue on Bathurst 
Island today.

10am
At 9am CST severe Tropical Cyclone Tracy was 
centred 115km NW of Darwin and moving south 
at 4km/h.
The centre is expected to be 100km west of 
Darwin at 9pm CST today.
Very destructive winds of 120km/h with gusts to 
150km/h are expected to continue on Bathurst 
Island today.

12.30pm
At noon CST severe Tropical Cyclone Tracy was 
centred 110km WNW of Darwin and is now 
moving slowly SE closer to Darwin.
The centre is expected to cross the coast 
between Grose Island and the Vernons tomorrow 
morning.
Very destructive winds of 120km/h with gusts to 
150km/h have been reported near the centre and 
are expected in the Darwin area tonight and 
tomorrow.

4pm
At 3pm CST severe Tropical Cyclone Tracy was 
centred 80km WNW of Darwin and moving SE at 
7km/h.
The centre is expected to be near Grose Island 
about midnight.
Very destructive winds of 120km/h with gusts to 
150km/h are expected between Darwin and the 
Perron Islands tonight and tomorrow morning.

7pm
At 6pm CST severe Tropical Cyclone Tracy was 
centred 60km WNW of Darwin and moving 
eastwards closer to Darwin at about 6km/h.
The centre is expected to be in the Shoal Bay 
area at 6am CST tomorrow.
Very destructive winds of 120km/h with gusts to 
150km/h are expected between Charles Pt and 
the Vernons tonight and tomorrow morning.

10pm
At 9.30pm CST severe Tropical Cyclone Tracy was 
centred 41km westnorthwest of Darwin and 
moving east south east at 6km/h.
The centre is expected to cross the coast in the 
vicinity of Darwin in the early hours of tomorrow 
morning.
Very destructive winds of 120km/h with gusts to 
150km/h are expected to continue between 
Charles Pt and the Vernon Islands tonight and 
tomorrow.

December 25

1am
At 12.50am CST severe Tropical Cyclone Tracy was 
centred 27km west north west of Darwin and 
moving east south east at 6km/h.
The centre is expected to cross the coast in the 
vicinity of Darwin at about 5am CST today.
Very destructive winds of 120km/h with gusts to 
150km/h are expected to continue between Grose 
Island and the Vernon Islands today. Tides should 
not reach higher than high water mark.

2.30am
(Auxiliary warning based on radar for December 25)
Tropical Cyclone Tracy was located by radar at 
2am CST 18km west north west of Darwin moving 
east south east at 6km/hr (sic). The eye of the 
storm is expected to move over Darwin soon. 
Winds should become lighter to calm for a period 
up to 1 � hr before rapidly strengthening to its 
previous intensity from the opposite direction.

THE FIRST TIME 
THE WORD 
ªSEVEREº 
APPEARED IN 
BOM ALERTS 
WAS 7AM 
CHRISTMAS 
EVE.
Darwin BOM 
senior meteorologist 
Ian Shepherd

THE WIND 
READING FROM 
THE DARWIN 
AIRPORT 
ANEMOMETER 
SHOWING WINDS 
HAD REACHED 
217KM/H WHEN 
IT BROKE. 

A FALSE READING CAUSED 
BY ITS ELECTRICAL FAILURE.
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When the eye came over us we thought it 
was over so we kissed and hugged, but 
minutes later it started again and the big 
noise ± well it was twice as bad. This time 
missiles were going everywhere.

� �Meeting at Police 
Commissioner's office Ð 
Major-General Alan Stretton 
arrives later, regular 
conferences between him and 
community leaders begin.

�  Workshops kept busy 
repairing tyre damage on 
public and private 
vehicles.

�  Telegrams sent to 
interstate electricity 
supply organisations 
seeking help.

�  Government 
departments and 
agencies throughout Australia 
begin dispatch to Darwin of 
men, materials and equipment.

�  Evacuations by airlift begin Ð 
25,628 people would be flown 
out by December 31.

�  Two women evacuees give 
birth during evacuation flight to 
Brisbane, on a Fokker Friendship 
aircraft carrying 30 heavily 
pregnant women and 27 
children.

�  Prime Minister Gough Whitlam 
decided to suspend overseas tour 
and return to Australia.

�  Major-General Stretton says: 
ªWhen I arrived here yesterday 
there was chaos. People were 
stunned. There was no 
organisation.º

�  Gangs from Townsville 
Electricity Board arrive to help Ð 
they are soon joined by 200 men 
from electricity undertakings in 
many parts of Australia.

�  NT News staff print a 
news sheet advising of 
emergency arrangements.

�  Short-term prisoners 
released from Fannie Bay jail. 
Others moved to Alice Springs 
or local police cells.

�  Canteen set up in foyer 
of police HQ Ð 300 meals 
per sitting often served.

December 26, from 6am

December 27

THE cost of
Cyclone Tracy

beyond the deaths
and trauma will

never be known as
a precise figure.

In a NT News 2004
commemoration,

historians Peter
and Sheila Forrest

estimated the total
public and private
sector bills would
have been in the

order of $3 billion,
which adjusted to
today's numbers
would be about 

$3.8 billion.

did you
know

 MAJOR-GENERAL 

 ALAN STRETTON

Fay Karamanakis
experienced the
trauma of Tracy
with her family.

Her dog saved the
lives of her young
children. The next
day the dog was

shot dead by
authorities for fear

of disease. She
lives in the same

elevated house.
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Dog's premonition

saved the family

FRIGHTENED, shock-
ed and clutching two
young children ± one
stricken with measles

± Fay Karamanakis was 
stumbling into the make-
shift evacuation centre at 
Wagaman primary school 
when she heard the ear-
piercing shot. 

It was from a shotgun, 
held by a police officer, and 
directed at Blackie, the fam-
ily pet who only six hours 
earlier saved her family 
from death. 

It is no myth dogs were
shot by authorities in 
Tracy's aftermath in an os-
tensible bid to control dis-
ease, even though many 
Territorians have spent 
years in denial. Blackie was 
one of the first to go.

Fay still finds it hard to 
talk about that day, but her 
recall is vivid. Blackie had 
been sitting on the veranda 
earlier in the day, far from 
himself. Fay assumed it was 
the gathering storm clouds 
and impending thunder. 

As the weather intensi-
fied, Blackie became more 
frantic and began scratching 
the door and yelping. 

ªWhen I went to get a 
towel to dry him up he runs 
straight to the baby's bed-
room,º Fay says. ªHe grab-
bed the baby's sheets and 
pulled them and the baby 
knocked her head on the 
metal cot and started 
screaming.

ªI grabbed the baby and I
thought ̀ you naughty dog, 
how could you do this?' My 
four-month-old was blue 
from the impact and crying.º

As Fay comforted the 
baby, Blackie ran to three-
year-old Katie's room next 
door and grabbed her by the 
pyjamas, pulling her onto 
the floorboards where she 

landed heavily. 
Fay thought Blackie had

gone mad.
ªI remember holding 

both screaming kids in my 
arms thinking this stupid 
dog was going to make me 
give the baby measles ... I 
was crying with the kids,º 
she says. 

Blackie was turfed out-
side until her husband John, 
feeling sorry for the lunatic 
canine, let him back in.

At once, Blackie began 
trying to nudge the family 
out the front door.

ªJohn said ̀ this dog is 
telling us to go', so this time 
we went downstairs.º

They took shelter in the
granny flat below the elev-
ated house with another 
couple. Within seconds, the 
top of the house, where they 
had been only moments ear-
lier, began to peel away. 

ªThe entire house col-
lapsed from above and fell 
onto one side,º Fay says.

ªWe were shocked, 
everything was flying 
around. The noise we hear 
in the cyclone exhibition at 
the museum ± that noise 
was happening at around 
11.30. But after the eye it was 
nothing like that ¼ it 
was worse. We 
had a car, boat 
flung on top of 
our house in 
the wind ± can 
you imagine 
all these 
things hit-
ting the 
roof?

ªWhen
the eye 
came over 
us we 
thought it 
was over so 
we kissed and 
hugged, but 

minutes later it started again 
and the big noise ± well it 
was twice as bad. This time 
missiles were going every-
where.

ª We thought it was the
second coming of Christ ... 
we started confessing to 
each other and praying as 
we thought we would pass 
over. We accepted we were 
going to die ... the fear was 
that bad.º

From next door came the
screams from their neigh-
bour begging for help. From 
underneath came the water.

ªI had to hold the girls' 
heads up so the water 
wouldn't drown them,º Fay 
says.

ªThe men tried to open
the door and see what was 
going on but the vacuum of 
the water building inside 
and the force of the cyclone 
wouldn't let us.º

About five minutes later,
the cries stopped.

The young mum next 
door and her two toddlers 
had been crushed to death 
when a wall fell on them as 
they sheltered under a bed. 

The woman's Navy offi-
cer husband found his fam-

ily when he returned
from duty early

that Christmas
morning.

ªIf she had
just chosen to
go into the
kitchen or
dining room
she would

have been
fine. But the
whole wall
came down
and crushed
the poor
woman and
her kids,º Fay
says.

ªWe saw him

in the shelter the next day, 
crying over his kids ... I re-
member they had their bod-
ies in wheelbarrows.

ªThat poor man was just
shattered.º 

Darwin had been absol-
utely obliterated.

Fay remembers ªeerie 
grey mistº hanging in the air 
as they left their ruined 
home and the thought they 
must be on another planet ± 
ªwaiting for the aliens to 
come grab us; nothing re-
sembled anything human.º 

And there was Blackie, 
who after sheltering under a 
car all night raced straight to 
the family. He had not want-
ed to come into the granny 
flat, but he was fine.

Police front-loaders 
helped the family slowly 
drive the short distance to 
the school.

ªAs I walked into the 
shelter I heard a bang. I turn 
around to see what the bang 
was ± and I saw my doggie 
had been shot ¼ that was 
devastating. Devastating be-
cause he had saved our lives. 

ªThere was no pre warn-
ing ± they thought he was 
stray because he had run 
after the car. 

ªI just remember running
over to (the officer) and 
screaming ̀ why did you kill 
my dog ± this dog saved our 
lives ... why did you do that, 
why?' I am sure now they 
didn't want to do it either. 
But you can't get over some-
thing like that. 

ªThere was a big pit be-
hind the school where they 
threw him along with all the 
food that was going off.º

Fay, who plans to release
her story in memoirs, still 
lives with John at the same 
address in Wagaman. She 
moved back to Darwin four 
months after Tracy. 

At first Fay Karamanakis thought the cyclone was ªjust a bad stormº 
but when the family dog began acting strangely, trying to nudge 
them out the front door, they took heed and sheltered in the 
elevated home's bottom room, moments before the top level tore off

�  ªThe Federal Government will do all that 
is necessary to rebuild Darwin. I pledge a 
determined and unremitting effort to 
rebuild your city and relieve suffering.º 
(Mr Whitlam in cable to Administrator 
Nelson and Mayor ªTigerº Brennan.)

�  184 interstate police officers 
arrive, eventually 387 interstate 
police serve in Darwin Ð most left 
by January 11.

�  Fourteen men from Townsville 
arrive to help with electricity Ð by 
January 4 there are 260 interstate 
men here.

�  Police squads established to deal 
with packs of abandoned dogs Ð 
later, vets and RSPCA did this work.

�  Alice Springs community gives 
more than $100,000 to relief fund 
in less than 31 hours.

�  Heavy rains cut roads 
in northwest and western 
Queensland, blocking 
overland evacuees.

�  Southern media reports of 
looting, disease outbreaks.

�  Electricity supply from 
Stokes Hill restored to hospital.

�  Fogging (spraying 
insecticide) from air and 
ground units begun, to keep 
down fly and mosquito 
numbers.

�  By now, 200 
generating sets had 
been flown in, 537 
more by January 13.

�  Mr Whitlam 
announces creation of 
Darwin Reconstruction 
Commission with Sir 
Leslie Thiess as 
chairman, to act on 
an interim basis 
pending legislation.

�  Major-General 
Stretton announces 
entry to Darwin will 
be tightly controlled 
from January 2.

�  Cabinet gives Works
Department authority 
to undertake 
emergency restoration 
work to January 30.

�  Dramatic 
confrontation in 
courthouse between 
Major-General Stretton 
and magistrate David 
McCann. Major-
General Stretton later 
apologised to Mr 
McCann.

�  Major-General 
Stretton meets 
Administrator Nelson 
to discuss formalities 
of his planned 
ªhandoverº and 
departure on 
January 2.

�  Major-General 
Stretton receives 
phone call from Sir 
Arthur Tange, 
Secretary Department 
of Defence; Major-
General Stretton 
leaves Darwin later in 
the day.

�  Inter-departmental 
Movement Centre 
established in 
Canberra to handle 
offers of help and 
organise supplies. It 
also organised 
36,000 places in 
hostels, defence 
establishments, 
institutions and 
private homes for 
refugees and workers.

�  NT News resumes 
publication (several 
newsletters published 
since Tracy) Ð 
headline ªWe're 
getting on topº

�  First navy relief
operation ships 

arrive in Darwin.

�  All main roads and 
80 per cent of minor 
roads cleared for 
vehicular use.

December 28

December 30

December 31

1975, January 1

 PRIME MINISTER

 GOUGH WHITLAM

December 29
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Cop and young family weather storm

Surviving Tracy

A S ferocious winds
pounded the family
hunching frightened
inside its shaking

Nissan Patrol, Darwin police 
officer John Maley's 
perception of reality became 
ªdrastically altered.º

He visualised irrational sce-
narios of survival ± physically 
holding the car down from 
underneath to stop it flying 
away, or tying a rope from the 
car to the neighbour's gate and 
shuffling his family along the 
fence line in intense winds.

They are illogical means of
survival but he felt at that time 
all options needed to be 
considered.

Earlier that night, having
just clocked off from duty, the 
young officer had bundled his 
family into the car and drove 
from their Government-
provided home in Rapid Creek 
to their Howard Springs block.

ªHoward Springs was my
weekender, so I said let's go 
down there to get away from 
the wind,º he says.

ªWe got to the house, and

to this day I don't know 
why I parked the car where I 
did, which was at the front of 
the house. Normally I parked 
underneath in the carport.

ªAs it turned out that was a
saviour.º

It was minutes before the
roof tore off and a wall fell 
onto the carport ± on the spot 
where the family car would 
have normally been parked. 
ªAt this stage I crawled out 
one at a time and put the kids 
in the car with a mattress. I 
saw the roof go and I went
into the car with the boys and 
(wife) Betty,º he says.

ªDuring the lightning bolts
I could see the neighbour's 
house was still right so I 
thought I would tie a rope on 
his fence and try shift 
everyone along the fence line 
by pulling on the rope.

ªJust as I was about to 
execute this irrational 
move a 300kg water tank 
comes bouncing through the 
paddock like a tennis ball ± 
BOOM BOOM BOOM. 

ªAnd then the car started to

rockº. While his young sons 
were more concerned about 
Santa still visiting, he was 
thinking the worst. 

ªI went though the process
of thinking some of us would 
die. Not all of us, but some of 
us, with the boys or one boy or 
my wife or myself,º he says.

ªThat was while it was still
all going. I thought I can't stay 
in this car and get turned over 
so then irrational thinking 
took hold again ± I thought I'd 
crawl out of the car, crawl 
underneath it and hold it 
down by getting my arms out 
under the diff.

ªBut just like that ... the 
winds eased up.

ªI came out a bit and I could
see the sea. There was not one 
leaf on a tree anywhere.º

His next move was to locate
his brother Kevin, still in his 
northern suburbs home with 
his own young family.

ºI couldn't get into his 
street because there was too 
much debris. Then one of the 
neighbours came and said 
`How's Kevin ... he lost a lot of 

When Cyclone Tracy bore down on the Top End, police officer
 John Maley could barely think straight while terrifying winds  

battered his family's Howard Springs home

ªI went 
though the 
process of 
thinking 
some of us 
would die. 
Not all of us, 
but some of 
us, with the 
boys or one 
boy or my 
wife or 
myself.º

blood.' So I went to the hospi-
tal and they said no he's not 
here ... back then everyone 
knew everyone.

ªThere was a makeshift 
morgue at Casuarina Post Of-
fice and they had bodies laid 
out in the mail room with mail 
bags over their heads.

ªThere was a little girl with
a bangle on her little hand ... 
and also men's feet sticking 
out. I thought it was Kevin and 
his daughter ... but it wasn't.

ªIt turns out they were 
evacuated in the first Hercules 
out. He drove through the 
crash gates.º

Kevin and his daughter ± 
still inside their house ± had 
been viciously thrown to the 
other end of their Wagaman 
street. ªKevin always said it 
was like he felt the sensation 
of flyingº.

John remained in Darwin
in the days and months that 
followed, co-ordinating utility 
meetings and supervising at 
evacuation centres.

ªWhat it did ... it bound you
to the Territory and has ever 
since,º he says.

ªThe boys were growing up
on a diet of community ser-
vice. They understood com-
munity from the time they 
could talk.

ªThat really cemented it. 
Once you've been through 
that you can never say you're 
not a Territorian.º

He recalls more the com-
radeship than chaos in the 
days that followed ± even pris-
oners were let out to help with 
the clean-up.

He said the ªmythº of loot-
ing was just that.

ªLegal looting yes, because
in the first three days a really 
weird feeling of having no 
money,º he says.

ªNo money, banks; nothing
wrong with going to get some-
thing from a damaged shop, 
food, water ± there was no 
money for three or four days. 
That was the weirdest feeling.º

John Maley, who went on
to become Police Commander 
before he was seconded to the 
position of NT Liquor Com-
missioner, retired in 2000 and 
now lives in the Hunter Valley.

MAIN: John and
Betty Maley, with

two sons Peter
and Gerard and
(right) with the

G60 Nissan they
hid inside. The

vehicle is still used
for day-to-day jobs

on the property.
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Let his memory serve as a lesson that's

never forgotten

RAYMOND Ian 
ªHappyº Hampton is
one of Tracy's 66.

Thrown by winds
from his elevated Wanguri 
home, he was found Christmas 
morning by his family close to 
death inside a car. 

His wife was seriously in-
jured; his daughter Deborah 
Hampton, 12 years old that 
day, escaped with just a bro-
ken nose.

Happy died from injuries 
on Boxing Day, aged just 34.

Deborah has never spoken
of it until now but her father's 
death must not be in vain, she 
says. 

Forty years of relative at-
mospheric peace has created 
complacency; people need to 
understand a cyclone's fury 
and be armed with a plan. 

Deborah remembers the 
night like ªit happened yester-
dayº, even recalling a sense of 
anticipation among some of 
the teenagers at Casuarina 
High School in the days pre-
ceding the cyclone.

ªMy (13-year-old) sister and
I were actually feeling a bit 
`excited' that maybe we were 
going to go through a cyclone. 
... We felt it was going to be a 
great adventure. Everyone at 
Casuarina High school had 
been talking about it too,º 
Deborah says.

To a degree, the Hamptons
were prepared that night, 
maybe more than most, but no 
one expected what was to 
come. 

ªIf my parents were wor-

ried, they certainly did a good 
job of maintaining normalcy,º 
Deborah says.

ªLouvres were taped, bath-
tub filled with water, torches, 
batteries and all of the then 
known cyclone kit essentials 
had been set up. 

ªWe certainly weren't 
scared. How wrong we were.º 

Shortly after 10.30pm the
family and close family friend 
Ray Sharpe, who had been vi-
siting for drinks on Christmas 
Eve, knew the situation was 
turning critical. 

Soon after, the roof tore 
away. 

ªAs we were making our 
way from the lounge room 
into the bathroom, louvres 
started to explode, the walls of 
the lounge room literally blew 
away followed by the floor-
boards,º Deborah says. 

ªWhen I saw our lounge 
and TV get swallowed up and 
disappear like something you 
see in a horror movie ... I 
couldn't believe my eyes. Hor-
rendous. 

ªMy cat had a litter of kit-
tens, and I recall seeing them 
being sucked away like when 
you open the door of a plane. I 
of course tried to run after 
them to save them, but my 
mother yanked me back as we 
stumbled to get to the bath-
room. 

ªWe were running for our
lives. 

ªI remember the noise of 
the wind, we basically had to 
yell at the top of our lungs to 
speak to each other, even 

though we were within inches 
apart. Bits of stuff hit your skin, 
and you were sure that when 
daylight came you would be 
covered in cuts, or worse.º 

They tried to flee but were
trapped inside the bathroom 
because the air pressure held 
the door closed. 

As the outer edge of the 
cyclone's eye brought the most 
destructive winds, the house 
began to disappear. 

ªThe bathroom walls were
coming apart at the seams, and 
one by one got blown away 
until all that was left of the en-
tire house was floorboards,º 
Deborah says. 

ªNothing to protect us or to
latch on to. My family and I 
were left holding hands in a 
skydiver formation, until we 
couldn't hold on to each other 
any longer and one by one we 
lost our grip and got blown 
asunder at 200km an hour. 

ªAs I got flung through the
air, I remember seeing bits of 
planks of the floorboards fol-
lowing me, and I truly thought 
that this was it, and that I 
would die.º 

Deborah and her sister sur-
vived the fall and found an up-
side-down wardrobe wedged 
in mud. They climbed inside 
and sheltered for the rest of 
the night. 

ªI was the first one of us to
crawl out of the wardrobe and 
the first words I spoke on 
Christmas morning were ̀ the 
neighbourhood's gone',º she 
says. 

ªMy sister didn't believe 

me, and when she looked out 
she was also in shock. It 
looked like we were in a war 
zone. The whole neighbour-
hood was gone. Flattened and 
unrecognisable.º 

Clutching each other, the
young girls searched desper-
ately for their parents.

ªMy mother was calling out
our names at the top of her 
lungs, and we found her cling-
ing to a pig wire fence, and 
could see that she was injured, 
having been struck by a piece 
of corrugated iron. 

The Hampton family was shattered by the loss of their beloved 
husband and father ̀ Happy', who was fatally injured when 
Tracy struck. Here his daughter Deborah recounts for the first 
time the tragic events of that night ± and asks that her father's 
death be a reminder to Darwinites to remain ever vigilant. 
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Joy and Raymond 
Ian ªHappyº 
Hampton on their 
wedding day

INSET: Deborah 
Hampton with her 
grandson
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DEBORAH HAMPTON
(IN RED) WITH HER 

SISTER, FATHER
RAYMOND AND 

THEIR DOG SALLY

FAR RIGHT:
JOY AND RAYMOND

 HAMPTON

The
green
glow

Many recall an
unusual green glow

in the sky during
Cyclone Tracy.

Darwin architect
Peter Dermoudy, was

one of them.
Mr Dermoudy spent
the night hunkered

down in a gun
emplacement at East
Point Reserve and he
has been reported as

having seen a
ªstrange green glow

of an otherworldly
skyº as the eye of
the storm passed.
Others in the East

Point area have also
spoken about a green
hue in the sky as the

storm raged.
Meteorologists say

these memories are
consistent with other

reports and is
associated with the

way light moves
through severe

storms.
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ªOur dad couldn't be found
straight away, and when we 
did find him, he was found in 
the car under the house where 
it always sat, critically injured. 

ªAn ambulance was called
by one of our neighbours and 
he was taken to Royal Darwin 
Hospital. He never regained 
consciousness and slipped 
away from us on Boxing Day.º 

The girls and their mum 
Joy were evacuated to Sydney 
on a Hercules. They weren't 
even allowed to stay to bury 
their father and husband.

ªMum never fully 
recovered from her in-
juries (and had) to re-
tire from her 
government job,º Deb-
orah says.

ªI am recounting 
this story as I don't 
want my father's death 
to have been in vain. 
Please, please treat all 
cyclones as the 
dangerous entities that
they are. They can and 
do kill. This cyclone 
season, be prepared.º 
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Raymond Ian `Happy' Hampton 
is one of the 66 Darwin people 
recorded to have lost their lives 
when Tracy obliterated Darwin 
40 years ago

YOUNG parents Sandra and John
White looked outside the toilet

louvres of their battered Wagaman 
home on Christmas morning and as-
sumed the worst.

ª'My God, everyone must be 
dead'. These were my first words,º 
Sandra says. ªFollowed closely with 
`what on earth do we do now'.

ªWhen I saw the total devastation
all around us I couldn't imagine how 
anyone could possibly have 
survived.º

Earlier, the couple had wrapped
up the last of their Christmas 
presents for their two young children 
and headed out to a Christmas Eve 
party, oblivious to the looming de-
struction only hours away.

ªThere had been cyclone warn-
ings for a few days and the weather 
was very wet and windy but not hav-
ing experienced a cyclone before and 
thinking everything would be OK, we 
still decided to go to the party,'' San-
dra says.

ªDuring the evening the weather
got so bad we decided to go home. 
We went to bed but just couldn't 
sleep because the howling of the 
wind and noise of the thunder ¼ 
even though that was nothing 
compared to what was to come.º

When Tracy's full vengeance hit
at 1am, the frightened family found 
themselves huddled inside the only 
room left standing ± the toilet.

ªWe sat on the floor with our 
backs braced against the door and 
we wrapped our arms around (son) 
Mark and (daughter) Karen to 
protect them as best as we could.º

Sandra recalls wearing night-
clothes so the family had no protec-
tion against the louvres smashing all 
around them, with pieces of broken 
glass flying into their faces.

ªWe were sitting in water and 
glass and were shivering from cold 
and fear so we huddled together as 
close as we could.

ªIt is impossible to describe the
noise of the houses smashing and 
crashing around us ...

ªI have never been so terrified in
my life and hope I never will be 
again.

ªI am not a religious person but
for some reason I did pray that night 
and surprisingly I managed to stay 
calm for the sake of the children.º

During the 20-minute respite that
was the eye of the cyclone, John 
made the decision to race outside 

and find shoes and blankets for the 
family.

ªWe had no option but to sit and
wait not knowing when it would pass 
and not knowing whether we would 
be dead or alive or perhaps severely 
injured when she finally decided to 
leave us.

ªAfter six long terrifying hours it
was an indescribable relief.º

AFTERWARDS
ªThere were lots of people in the

same situation and in a way it was 
comforting to know that you were 
not the only ones, who somehow, 
having survived the cyclone now 
had to survive the aftermath,º 
Sandra says.

John adds that at this stage, there
was still worry of what was to come.

ªI think it is sufficient to say that
everyone in Darwin at the time must 
now know what sickening fear is.

ªOur next-door neighbour came
over the next morning to see how 
we survived. As he came through the 
rubble he was shaking and looked as 
white as a ghost. I commented on 
this and he said `go take a look at 
yourself'.

ªI was shocked by the vacant 
mask-like face I saw.º

Sandra and John both say there
was never any doubt in their minds 
that they would rebuild their lives in 
the broken city.

Three months after being evacu-
ated to Adelaide, the family towed a 
caravan back to Darwin and lived in 
it for 18 months as their home was 
completely rebuilt.

ªWe had nowhere else to go ¼ 
this is where our lives were,º they 
say. The couple still lives in 
Wagaman today.

`MY GOD, EVERYONE 
MUST BE DEAD'

Sandra White's 
family home before 
it was destroyed 
by Cyclone Tracy, 
and after
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I F not for the lone fire hy-
drant directly in front of
Brian and Julia Price's
front yard, a very differ-

ent Cyclone Tracy story may 
be told today.

The Prices were not to 
know it at the time, but the 
Parap home they had only re-
cently purchased lay directly 
in the path of the cyclone 
brewing in the Arafura Sea. 
And that Julia would be picked 
up and flung like a missile 
about 15 metres through the 
air.

She survived only because
of the will to hold onto that 
fire hydrant, lest she blow 
away again.

Julia does not live in Dar-
win any more, but ex-husband 
Brian has since re-married and 
remains in the northern sub-
urbs. He spoke to the NT 
News, with Julia's permission, 
about the terrifying events 
that transpired 40 years ago.

On the eve of the cyclone,
Brian had just accepted a pos-
ition as a broadcaster with the 
ABC ± a job that would ult-
imately never transpire. 

Enjoying a celebratory 
drink with a colleague as the 
winds and rain started to pick 
up, an ominous telex arrived 
that would change the course 
of everyone's lives.

ªWe were watching the 
cyclone path and became 
aware there was nowhere else 
left for the cyclone to go. It 
was heading straight for Dar-
win,º he says.

ªWe received a telex and it

said it had gone around the 
Tiwis, turned left and there 
was nothing else to do but to 
beat the living hell out of Dar-
win.

ªMy house was on a high-
way at Parap. I came home 
and said to my wife ̀ buckle 
down cause we are going to 
get it. There is nothing left for 
it to do'.º

Having made all the 
necessary preparations before-
hand, including filling the 
bathtub with water, as authori-
ties had told residents to do, 
the family waited for the full 
force of the vicious storm 
heading directly towards 
them.

ªWe battened down and the
cyclone continued to build up 
with the strength getting big-
ger and ultimately went into 
the eye,º Brian says. 

ªAs far as I can work out ± I
didn't go outside ± but I think 
my house was still in one 
piece. It had withstood that 
first bit.

ªAs we came out the other
side we copped the full force. I 
would say it was seconds. Lit-
erally seconds. We were shel-
tering in the bathroom. Within 
seconds you hear this massive 
great roar as the second half of 
the cyclone came through.

ªIt sounded like multiple 
diesel engines all going off at 
once. A horrific noise ¼ then 
the roof came off within sec-
onds and the ceiling crashed 
straight into the bath filled 
with our drinking water we 
were going to use. I remember 

thinking ̀ there goes our drink-
ing water', as I hung onto our 
daughter.º

The family squeezed out 
through the bathroom door, 
unaware that the outside walls 
of the family home had al-
ready torn away.

ªI could see directly into my
next door neighbour's house ¼ 
we shouldn't have been able to 
see directly into his house.

ªI thought ̀ oh dear the 
walls are gone, the roof is 
gone, we are next'. I thought 
`hell we are next'.º

Brian believes he made a 
series of mistakes, including an
attempt to flee with his family 
across the road during the 
most intense part of the cyc-
lone.

ªI was hanging onto our 
four year old and trying not to 
get blown to pieces as we went 
downstairs. Advance notices 
had said to not shelter in the 
lockup, and I could see the 
Railway Institute (across the 
road) and made the decision to 
try to make it there. The hous-
es around us were copping a 
hiding.

ªWe moved out from the 
side of the house and that was 
the mistake. As soon as we did 
that, the wind caught us and 
my wife disappeared off into 
the darkness. She got picked 
up and she flew through the 
air, hit the front fence, went 
over the fence and grabbed the 
steel fire hydrant out the front. 
She hung on to it.

ªMy daughter and I were 
flown down onto the driveway 

and I went down knees-first so 
all my skin had come off and I 
was yelling ̀ we better go find 
mummy'. But I thought we 
were never going to see 
mummy again. I thought she 
was gone.º

Once Brian had made it to
the end of the driveway he 
caught sight of Julia panicked 
and desperately grasping onto 
the fire hydrant.

ªSo I got her in one arm 
and my daughter in the other. 
I remember my daughter had 
four fingerprint marks in her 
neck where I had been holding 
onto her. The wind was hor-
rific. So the three of us were 
running into the rain and wind 
and all the noise was going on 
and houses were falling apart.º

The family spent the next
few hours terrified, with Julia 
seriously injured, clutching 
onto each other behind a piece 
of loose steel in the doorway of 
the Railway Club, which is still 
in Parap today.

ªIt was then I realised I had
put my family and myself at 
risk as sheets of tin were rip-
ping through the wind ¼ we 
could have been ripped in half.

ªWe sheltered there until it
blew itself out. Our house was 
wrecked within seconds.º

Julia and Elizabeth were 
evacuated to Adelaide three 
nights later.

ªFortunately for me Eliza-
beth had fallen asleep ... al-
though she was sort of aware 
that something was going on. 
She said later ̀ I remember 
mummy getting blown away.º

Little did Brian Price know as he celebrated an ABC job and a new life 
and future for his family,  a horror story was to unfold that would leave 
him and his family holding on for dear life. His dreams were blown 
away as Tracy ̀ beat the living hell out of Darwin'.   

Tenuous grip on life as

monster attacks���
���

���
�	
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Gough's
fleeting

visit
Australian Prime
Minister Gough
Whitlam had to

cut his holiday to
Greece short to fly

to Darwin when
he received news
of Cyclone Tracy.
He held a press
conference and

toured a little of
the destroyed city

before resuming
his sightseeing
adventures in

Crete. Mr Whitlam
reportedly told
Department of
Prime Minister

boss John
Menadue

ªComrade, if I'm
going to put up

with the f***wits
in the Labor Party,

I've got to have
my tripsº.
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Scared to death and 
praying like mad
AS winds tore apart a block

of Rapid Creek townhouses
one by one, 12 petrified

people cowered under a dining 
table crammed beneath the last 
remaining stairwell.

They spent the next horrifying
hours praying for their lives.

The watched the roof tear 
away and the last remaining wall 
swing back and forth, shooting in-
termittent beams of light through 
the room.

Earlier in the night, Rod and
Chris Edwards knew events were 
to escalate as they listened to the 
midnight mass on radio and heard 
an almighty crash halfway 
through the broadcast.

ªIt was about 11pm as the mass
had started early and the com-
mentator over the radio said `I 
apologise for the noise in back-
ground but it's bricks and glass 
falling into the cathedral',º Rod 
says.

ªAnd I thought `if that's what
they are doing to God's house, 
what are they going to do to me? 
He's got more pull than me'.º

The block of four townhouses
was copping a battering by now 
and as the roofs peeled off, Rod 

knew their townhouse was next in 
line.

ªChris had been upstairs shift-
ing (one-year-old daughter Kylie) 
to our room because of rain com-
ing in,º he says.

ªShe came down and said that
the ceiling and corner bit were 
flapping up and down, and I 
thought she was hallucinating. I 
went upstairs and had a look and 
said `we are not staying here'.

ªThe old Tom the Cheaps was
across the road and we thought it 
might be safer if we got into the 
middle of the floor there, but as 
we got to the front there was a 
child's swimming pool and it eerily 
rose in the air and the wind got it 
¼ within a split-second it was out 
of sight.º

Seeking immediate refuge in
the last standing townhouse, the 
next few hours were the most ter-
rifying of their lives. 

At the height of their fear Rod
recalls the light in the unit, the fly-
ing sand, running water and the 
rocking of the wall.

ªBy this time it was really rag-
ing. The sound was eerie. The 
sound ¼ you were lucky to hear 
the person next to you,º he says.

ªIn total darkness you could
hear the iron and glass on the 
floor and crashing around you.

ªHaving gone back to the mu-
seum sound replica room and the 
noise of the wind (on the record-
ing) brought back to me how true 
that noise is. It was obviously re-
corded at the time. You couldn't 
reproduce that sound ± it was 
quite a horrific sound.º

An emotional Chris adds: ªI re-
member doing a lot of praying ¼ I 
was saying if I'm going to go 
please let Kylie ¼ please let her 
remain alive ¼ because she hasn't 
had any life.º

Stepping outside into the rub-
ble early the next morning, the 
entire block of townhouses de-
stroyed, it was only then every-
one realised the extent of Cyclone 
Tracy's force.

ªOne of the blokes came out
first and then came back and said 
`you know that house across the 
road that we both liked? ... Well 
that isn't there any more and you 
can see the airport.'

ªAt that stage I realised it 
wasn't just us, it was all of Darwin. 
And I knew we were in some 
strife.º

Brian Price's wife almost lost her
life in Cyclone Tracy. He raced

home just in time as the cyclone
hit after accepting a job offer

with the ABC. 
Brian's family home (above)

before being hit by 
Cyclone Tracy.

Rod and Chris Edwards (top) were lucky their young family survived. 
Above: Devastation from Rapid Creek towards the airport, and washing amid the destruction. 
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Helping themselves

to whatever they can

LOOTING in the aftermath of 
Cyclone Tracy has been a sub-

ject of contention.
Contradictory reports have 

emerged in the 40 years since about 
its extent, or even if it ever hap-
pened at all.

But many survivors recall in-
stances of brazen looting and there 
are some reports of people running 
up Trower Rd with trolley loads of 
brand new electrical items.

Oral history accounts from 
police officers certainly reference 
looting, but police commissioner at 
the time, Bill McLaren, has sugges-
ted it was not as serious as some 
would believe.

ªI think in all circumstances and
in all disasters, there's a certain 
amount goes on,º he said.

ªThere were a few cases brought
to our attention but nothing ± I 

shouldn't say nothing very serious, 
because looting of any description 
is a serious matter. And I have no 
doubt in the world that there were 
other cases of looting probably, that 
we didn't hear of.º 1 

Former NT police officer 
Graeme Fry, who was a serving 
officer at the time of Cyclone Tracy, 
noted guns had been pulled to 
control looters. 

ªI was called out to help in Cav-
enagh St and there were people in 
shops ¼ I believe on other occa-
sions people actually fired shots in 
the air to clear people out of the 
shops,º he said. 

ªCertainly there was looting 
(that) went on.

ªThere was also a case of ± what
would you call it ± profiteering. I 
know there were stories about some

of the chemists that were selling 
nappies for a dollar each. 

ªA dollar in those days ± I was a
seven-thousand-dollar-a-year con-
stable ± so a dollar was worth a lot 
more than it is now.º 2

Some survivors, too, recalled 
hearing gunshots and Rapid Creek 
resident Rod Edwards witnessed a 
police officer pull a gun.

ªThere was looting. That's the 
bad side of the disaster,º he said.

ªPeople were coming out of Tom
the Cheaps (in Rapid Creek) bring-
ing out things like sewing machines 
and electrical items.

ªWe went across as we wanted
essentials for the kids.

ªI remember a bloke with a trol-
ley of electrical goods walking up 
the street. 

ªPolice called ̀ STOP' and the of-

ficer had a pistol and put it across 
his arms and walked across and 
brought him back. A trolley full of 
electrical items ... I mean, seriously, 
there was no power!

ªWe were nervous so we told 
him that we too got essentials like 
baby stuff, and the (officer) said ̀ go 
away we don't need you'.º

Police officer Bill Wilson's oral
history transcripts also recorded 
instances of looting, including 
people trying to take stolen 
whitegoods down the Stuart 
Highway as they headed out of 
Darwin.

ªThere were several instances of
looting ± one occurred in Rapid 
Creek and two people at least were 
arrested for that, and they were 
convicted and I think sentenced to 
six months ± some quite serious 
sentences,º he said. 3

Tales of looting  seem to follow  the chaos that descends on  disaster 
zones.  Tracy was no different, although reports were sparse.  

The subject is still a touchy one in Darwin today.

REFERENCE
1 - NTAD, NTRS 
226, TS 586, 
MCLAREN.
2 - NTAS, NTRS 
226, TS 1109, 
GRAEME FRY 

3 -NTAS, NTRS, 
226, TS 1119, BILL 
WILSON 
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holiday in hell
SHE came for a holiday in 1974

and ended up in the centre of
one of Australia's worst natural 
disasters.

Rosa Matthes, who grew up in
Portugal and East Timor, came to 
Darwin to visit her older sister, 
who'd migrated to Australia with 
her husband and three children.

What began as a fun family re-
union ended with the six of them 
cowering under a mattress for 12 
frightening hours as the storm de-
stroyed their Ludmilla home.

ªWe all thought we were going
to die,º Rosa says. ªIt was terrify-
ing.º Just a teenager at the time, 
Rosa had gone with her sister and 
her sister's young children to do 
some last-minute Christmas Eve 
shopping.

ªI had never seen so much 
water, so much rain. On the way 
back, we couldn't drive,º she says. 
ªI thought we were going to fly 
away, the wind was pushing the car 
on to the wrong side of the road.

ªI was saying to my sister, ̀ how
can you live here? Is every year 
like this?' She just kept saying it 
was normal for that time of year.º

When they finally reached 
home, Rosa's brother-in-law was 
also not yet concerned by the 
howling wind and rising water 
level. The radio was warning them 

of a cyclone, but her brother-in-
law said: ªDon't worry, they say 
that every year on the radio about 
a cyclone.º 

It wasn't until the radio and the
phone both stopped working they 
all began to worry.

ªThe noise was scary. It was a
blowing whistle noise going up 
and down,º Rosa says. There were 
things banging and the sound of 
the wind took over the sound of 
the thunder. 

By 11pm, parts of Darwin had
already been flattened, but their 
house at Ludmilla still awaited its 
fate.

It was about midnight when a
wooden electricity pole crashed 
through the living room, landing 
between Rosa and her sister.

The three adults and three 
children crowded into the bath-
room, only to be almost hit by an-
other uprooted pole. They crawled 
through the water that had filled 
the lowset house to the main bed-
room. 

ªWe thought, ̀ this is it, at least

we will die together',º she says.
By this stage the roof was gone

and the door slammed shut. The 
wind force was so strong they 
couldn't open it. They could feel 
the floor lifting like an earthquake, 
and the cold water rose to the 
children's chests. The six of them 
huddled under a mattress and 
waited for the storm to kill them.

ªMy oldest nephew was shak-
ing and saying ̀ please, I don't 
want to die. I want to be a doctor'!º 
Rosa says.

Between midnight and 2am, 
the family was certain they'd die, 
but it wasn't until 10 hours later 
they finally felt safe enough to 
crawl out and assess the damage. 

The roof was gone, though the
walls remained, but everything in-
side was destroyed, except the 
Christmas tree and presents ± they 
remained untouched in a scene of 
utter devastation.

Out in the backyard was a 
washing machine, four ceiling 
fans, two or three Hills hoists, a 
cupboard and a few Christmas 

trees. In the front yard were light 
poles and a car on top of the 
powerlines. Rosa, her sister and 
the children were evacuated with 
all the other women and children, 
four days after Tracy hit, and 
ended up in Paddington Hostel in 
Adelaide.

Rosa was due to go back to Dili
with her parents in March, but 
Tracy had destroyed her passport 
and papers. She was reluctant to 
leave her sister in an unfamiliar 
city with three young children 
anyway, so she stayed on with her 
in Adelaide.

Six months later, when the 
family flew back to Darwin, it was 
with mixed feelings. Rosa says she 
was shocked when she peered out-
side the round window as the 
plane approached the capital city. 
The land was black, as if ravished 
by fire. There were no houses, no 
trees, no animals, no birds, no veg-
etation, nothing.

ªAs soon as I looked down, I 
burst into tears. I thought ̀ Poor 
Darwin, how can wind do this?' I 

cried until we landed,º she says.
Rosa hadn't intended on 

staying in Darwin ± the thought of 
it terrified her. Her visa had long 
ago expired, so she planned to join 
her family in East Timor. But 
again, disaster intervened and civil 
war broke out in the small country 
to our north, and instead her fam-
ily in Dili was evacuated to Dar-
win.

Darwin became Rosa's home,
where she would raise a family of 
her own, but for years she says she 
could ªstill hear the wind in my 
earsº.

ªAs soon as rain would come, I
would be terrified,º she says. She's 
been through a few more cyclones 
since, and each time Rosa has 
been ready to leave town. 

ªPeople who didn't go through
Tracy don't understand,º she says. 
ªPeople say they will have a party 
and watch the cyclone. You don't 
go looking for the cyclone, you 
hide under the bed.º

Her sister still lives in the Lud-
milla home where they sheltered 
when Tracy hit, and even though 
40 years have passed, Rosa says 
the memory of ªall that water and 
all that windº has never left her.

ªChristmas in Darwin feels a
bit empty,º she says. ªThe emo-
tions come back.º 

What was supposed to be a relaxing visit with her family ended up a living 
nightmare for  Rosa Matthes as confident predictions the cyclone would 
amount to nothing quickly evaporated. And while the short stay she'd 
planned became a permanent move, the painful memories remain.  

Perhaps the greatest testament to the skill of the architect and the 
builders of Darwin High School was Cyclone Tracy.

With 80% of Darwin’s buildings destroyed, the School situated relatively 
metres from the ocean, remained structurally sound.

The class rooms in “B” block were quickly converted into a health clinic 
which inoculated 11,000 people prior to their evacuation interstate.

A food service area was established in the under-croft of “B” block.  Fifteen 
volunteers prepared and served meals right up to Easter 1975.

A food distribution area was set up in the canteen area of “A” covered way, 
as people bewildered by what they had just been through, began to gather 
there.

People dragged what was left of their cars and caravans to the relative 
safety of the High School. Here, they felt a sense of security within that solid 
structure, as they nestled between the concrete pillars.

Survivors searched the neighbourhood for water, which was to be found 
gushing from broken water pipes. It is di�  cult for us today, cocooned in our 

air-conditioned homes, to truly comprehend just what it must have been like, 
eking our an existence in a Darwin without water, power or sewerage in the 
muggy and oppressive days of late December and early January.

Navy personnel scocured the debris of Darwin shops for any suitable food 
supplies. These were taken to the School where they were distributed to 
people who had the means to prepare their own food.

Classrooms in “A” block were converted to living quarters for families who 
had lost their homes.  Rooms were partitioned into four sections, with a 
section allocated to each family.

A registration and recording o�  ce was set up by Red Cross volunteers in the 
reception area of “A” block.  Here people registered their names, underwent 
a cursory health check, had the names of interstate relatives recorded, along 
with their contact details, and joined a long waiting list for buses which took 
them to the airport for evacuation interstate.

By Easter 1975, the crisis was over and the School
resumed its role in educating the youth of Darwin.

Judy Boland, History teacher, Darwin High School

The Role of Darwin High School in 
the aftermath of Cyclone Tracy

Photos supplied by: National Archives, Wayne Walsh, 
Don Muller, MB Phillips
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DECEMBER 17 has
proved a fateful date in
the life of Alex Carolan.

The Irish immi-
grant's first port of call in 
Australia was Darwin on 
December 17, 1970. 

On December 17, 1974, 
Detective Sergeant Carolan 
arrived in Darwin from Alice 
Springs and by Christmas 
morning, fresh from the 
desert, found himself dealing 
with the human toll of 
Cyclone Tracy.

Along with Darwin's acting
pathologist, Dr Jurgen Rode, 
Alex, then 28, was given the 
job of first identifying and then 
burying Tracy's victims.

ªWe probably buried well
over 30 people,º he says.

Like so many, he set out to
enjoy Christmas Eve with 
friends. He dined at popular 
Charlie's Restaurant on 
Knuckey St and had drinks at 
the Hotel Darwin on Smith St.

Around midnight, he and
his companions, two women 
and a man, headed back to his 
accommodation at the police 
barracks on Cavenagh St for a 
few more drinks. 

Before reaching the 
barracks they saw a series of 
flashes which signalled the 
end of the electricity supply.

It was 12.21am. Sgt Carolan 
remembers that clearly be-
cause the electric clock in the 
barracks stayed locked on the 
time for months following 
Tracy.

Despite the lack of elec-
tricity, Sgt Carolan and his 
companions enjoyed some 
games of pool by torchlight. 

One of the women became 
concerned about the ap-
proaching storm, so Sgt Caro-
lan drove her home to Lindsay 
St in the inner-city area.

He got a taste of the storm's
mounting fury when an air-
borne rubbish bin shattered 
his driver's side window.

Shortly after turning in for
the evening, Sgt Carolan was 
roused by one of only two 
other officers in the barracks 
to be told the storm had 
removed part of the roof and it 
was time to take shelter in the 
laundry. By morning, with the 
cyclone gone, he headed to the 
Darwin Police Station, then 
located at the corner of 
Mitchell and Bennett streets. 

As the morning wore on,
Tracy's true toll was becoming
evident. 

ªBy midmorning there were
five bodies in the corridor,º 
Sgt Carolan says.

Acting pathologist Rode 
arrived at the station looking 
for an officer to assist in the 
task of dealing with an 
unknown number of dead.

Officer-in-charge of the 
Darwin CIB, Len Cossons, 
decided the unmarried 
Sgt Carolan should join 
Dr Rode. 

He and Dr Rode took a 
police car and headed for the 
Casuarina Police Station in 
Darwin's devastated northern 
suburbs. Darwin's destruction 
meant it took the pair an hour 
to drive from the city to 
Casuarina. As the day wore on, 
a growing number of bodies 
arrived at Casuarina Police 
Station. 

Although damaged, the 
nearby Casuarina Post Office 
was selected as a makeshift 
morgue. It was to become one 
of several temporary morgues 
in the devastated city.

Darwin's absence of 
electricity meant corpses had 
to be dealt with quickly.

ªWe had all those bodies 
lined up on benches normally 
used for sorting mail,º 
Sgt Carolan says.

Police fingerprint officers
and photographers worked in 
relay with Dr Rode and Sgt 
Carolan as they set about the 
task of trying to identify the 
victims of Tracy.

By the time the grim task
got under way, the morgue 
had 18-20 bodies, including 
seven children under the age 
of 10. 

Sgt Carolan spent the next
two weeks with Dr Rode and 
they still remain in regular 
contact.

ªHe was a slave driver,º Sgt
Carolan says, only half-
jokingly. ªThe pathologist was 
smoking about 80 cigarettes a 
day and I was drinking about 
20 cups of coffee a day. I had 
no sleep at all for the first 
two days.º

The process of identifi-
cation was simple enough. The 
dead were photographed, 
fingerprinted and numbered. 

Dr Rode also provided Sgt
Carolan with details on an 
individual's age, sex, race and 
physical characteristics, along 
with information on signs of 
trauma and the apparent 
cause of death. In cases of 
severe facial injuries, dental 

charts were made. ªI had a 
book and Jurgen would call 
out the details to me,º he says.

ªI also arranged for a digger
to go out to McMillans Rd 
cemetery to dig about 30 
graves. We had only a few 
coffins. So we wrapped most of 
them in blankets.º

In some cases the dead 
were recognised or were carry-
ing papers, but they had no 
idea whom most were.

In these cases formal 
identification occurred later.

Some families were on 
hand at the cemetery to say 
goodbye to their loved ones, 
but generally it was only 
undertaker John McNamee, 
Dr Rode, Sgt Carolan and a 
minister of religion to ensure 
each burial was conducted 
with dignity.

Some burials occurred on
December 26 and most were 
completed by December 28.

By the time of the burials 
the evacuation of Darwin had 
begun. Sgt Carolan believes 
the evacuation, along with the 
shock affecting most of the 
population, was the reason 
more were not on hand to say 
goodbye. Each grave was 
marked with the number given 
to the person's body as part of 
the identification process.

He says while he does not
feel he suffered any long-term 
psychological harm from the 
time he spent dealing with the 
victims of Tracy, it is an 
episode in his life which he 
thinks about frequently.

ªI certainly think about it
every Christmas time,º 
he says.

With the death toll mounting in the wake of the cyclone, a young 
detective new to Darwin found himself recruited to help with the 

pressing need to identify and bury the bodies of victims ± a job that 
became ever more urgent in a city without power. 
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As the 
morning 
wore on, 
Tracy's 
true toll 
was 
becoming 
evident.
ªBy mid 
morning 
there 
were five 
bodies 
in the 
corridor.º

Lending a 
grim hand for

Saddest 
job of all

ALEX CAROLAN 
WAS A POLICE 
SERGEANT IN 
DARWIN 40 YEARS 
AGO AND WAS 
TASKED WITH THE 
JOB OF 
IDENTIFYING 
BODIES
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LOOKING NORTH EAST ALONG EDMUNDS 
STREET IN DARWIN CITY

FOSTERS BEER SUPPLIES 
POST CYCLONE TRACY. 
IMAGE CIRCA JANUARY 
1975

DEVASTATION AND
DESTROYED BUILDINGS.

WORKERS SECURE 
SCAFFOLDING ON THE 
ªHOOKERº BUILDING ON 
MITCHELL STREET

SOME TERRITORIANS MAINTAINED A 
SENSE OF HUMOUR AFTER CYCLONE 
TRACY 

WRECKAGE OF 
UPTURNED 
PLANES 

AUSTRALIAN NAVY HELICOPTERS 
HELP LIFT CONSTRUCTION 
MATERIALS AT FORT HILL WHARF 

COMPLETE 
SUBURBS 
LEFT 
DESTROYED
SHOPPING 
WAS RISKY 
WITH 
DWINDLING 
SUPPLIES 
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DOZERS AND DUMP TRUCKS
GET TO WORK CLEANING UP

DEBBIE BORN AFTER 
CYCLONE TRACY

BARBER 
SHOP IN 
DOWNTOWN 
DARWIN

LOOKING NORTH-EAST ALONG SPAIN PLACE 
IN DARWIN CITY

A MANGLED 
WHARF

PAUL WAUCHOPE (3) 
FLIES HIS KITE AMID THE 
CARNAGE

TONNES OF DEBRIS WERE
REMOVED IN THE

AFTERMATH OF TRACY

PRIME MINISTER GOUGH WHITLAM 
WITH RESIDENTS

OUTBACK JACKS BAR AND GRILL AND GO 
SUSHI RESTAURANT ON MITCHELL STREET

ARMED POLICE OFFICER 
PATROLLING STREETS OF 
DARWIN TO PREVENT 
LOOTING

PEOPLE SWIMMING SURROUNDED BY 
DEBRIS

WRECKAGE IN THE STREETS
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GOVERNMENT HOUSE, THE OFFICIAL
RESIDENCE OF THE NORTHERN

TERRITORY ADMINISTRATOR

LOOKING NORTH EAST ON KNUCKEY 
STREET NEAR SMITH STREET 
INTERCHANGE IN DARWIN CITY

FRONT OF ST JOHN 
AMBULANCE BUILDING ON 
ROSS SMITH AVENUE IN 
PARAP

LOOKING NORTH-WEST
ALONG SMITH STREET

IN DARWIN CITY

THE OLD WOOLWORTHS BUILDING ON 
THE CORNER OF SMITH STREET AND 
KNUCKEY STREET IN RUINS

THE CAVENAGH HOTEL 
ON CAVENAGH STREET

WEST LANE IN DARWIN CITY BEHIND OUTBACK JACKS BAR AND 
GRILL AND GO SUSHI RESTAURANT. THIS WAS THE HOME OF THE 
OLD NT NEWS OFFICE IN 1975
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SIXTEEN people lost
their lives at sea on the
night of Cyclone Tracy.

A 1975 report commis-
sioned by the NT Port 
Authority described winds of 
up to 280km buffeting Darwin 
Harbour, damaging 49 of 
its 52 vessels.

Port Authority personnel
had remained ªdangerously 
lateº making preparations but 
ªthe conditions were such that 
any constructive effort to com-
bat the effects of Tracy was be-
yond human capabilities. 
Crews of vessels struggled for 
survival and, sadly, a signifi-
cant number unsuccessfully.º

Work done by the Museum
and Art Gallery of the North-
ern Territory notes 29 vessels 
in total became shipwrecks 
and only five were left sea-
worthy enough to search for 
survivors.

Of the four naval patrol 

vessels based in Darwin, the 
HMAS Arrow was a total loss, 
the HMAS Attack was driven 
ashore, the HMAS Advance 
suffered damage and the 
HMAS Assail, at sea, escaped 
serious harm.

Two crew from the Arrow
died and five were injured, 
their skin stripped by bullet-
like sand as they escaped after 
the vessel's anchor and moor-
ing cables snapped and it col-
lided with the corner of Stokes 
Hill Wharf.

The Booya, a 40m trading
vessel and the largest in the 
harbour that night, took skip-
per Terrance Westwood, crew 
members Gerald Thompson, 
Gregory Westerman and Gra-
ham Dearden and friend Ruth 
Vincent to their graves. 

The Darwin Princess, a 23m
Mandorah Ferry, sank with its 
captain Raymond Curtain.

The Booya was finally dis-

covered in the northern end of 
the harbour in 2003. 

A year later, the Darwin 
Princess was found nearby.

The subsequent inquest 
heard the Booya had sailed out 
to sea to try to ride out the 
storm but got into difficulties, 
while Ray Curtain was prob-
ably responding to its distress 
signal when it too sank.

MAGNT notes there was
evidence of a hefty collision on 
the Darwin Princess and it 
starboard propeller was fouled 
with rope.

Georgia Vincent was seven
years old on the night her 
mum, a barmaid at the Vic 
Tavern, stopped by the Booya 
for a Christmas Eve drink.

ªIt's hard to admit any 
death, I suppose, let alone your 
own mother,'' she said after 
the 2005 inquest.

ªWe don't have a grave to
go and visit. I don't think you 

can put it behind you.
ªNo one gets over the death

of their parents. 
ªIt's not actually putting it

behind us but living with it.º

Sixteen people lost their lives at sea and 49 of the 52 vessels in 
Darwin Harbour were damaged as Tracy's  winds proved too 

much for anyone ± sailor or landlubber ± to combat. 

ªWe don't have a grave to go and visit. I don't think 
you can put it behind you. No one gets over the 
death of their parents.  It's not actually putting it 
behind us but living with it.º

Ships in distress  

Lost on the waves ����������

DESTROYED 
AUSTRALIAN 
NAVY SHIP 
HMAS ARROW 
IS INSPECTED 
AFTER 
CYCLONE 
TRACY 

A NAVY TEAM 
INSPECTS THE 
PATROL BOAT 
HMAS ATTACK 
WHICH WAS 
BLOWN ASHORE 

M35505

SPECIAL INTERACTIVE WEBSITE
Find more personal accounts, videos, images and a before and after gallery. 

PLUS:  Share your experiences or messages of support through social media. 
Simply add #cyclonetracy to your message or picture on social media, and 
you’ll feature on a special media wall within the interactive.

CYCLONE 
TRACY  
40 YEARS ON.

www.ntnews.com.au/cyclonetracy
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LIKE others, Dawn Lawrie wish-
es the whole mess of Cyclone
Tracy forgotten ± the 40th anni-
versary would best come and go

with little more than a whisper.
Dredging the memories of that hor-

rible night and the chaotic weeks and
months that followed hurt like 40
years prior, but an anger burns equally
strong. For this reason she speaks.

The then-Independent member for
Nightcliff was at the airport taking 
names as part of the evacuation and 
assisting people on flights to the 
southern capitals.

Some people needed to leave, she
says, but neither she nor the trauma-
tised women and children she fare-
welled knew then just how difficult it 
would be to return and rebuild their 
lives. ªTime and time again, people 
said to me ̀ we can come back, can't 
we?' I said ̀ of course you can, this is 
your home',º she says.

ªNo sooner had they all gone, they
brought in this stupid, stupid rule you 
had to have a permit. I'm still angry 
about that. All it did was keep out the 
people who wanted to come back.º 

The permit system, introduced to
regulate people entering Darwin, she 
says hindered the city's rebuild and 
the mending of traumatised minds.

ªAll the civil disobedience in me 
came to the fore, how dare they do 
that to people,º she says. 

ªI'd do it again today. I still harbour
the resentment about the way this lit-

tle clique could determine who could 
come back. I knew heaps of people, 
and they trusted meº.

On one occasion, Lawrie herself 
nearly fell foul of the permit system.

She had taken a quick trip to Can-
berra for a meeting and did not fill out 
the exit form on her departure.

It was not a case of absent-minded-
ness, Lawrie simply refused.

On her return, a Commonwealth
police officer, who she knew, de-
manded to see her permit allowing her 
back to the city.

ªI just looked at him and said ̀ I 
don't have a permit and I don't need a 
permit',º she says. ªHe said ̀ you have 
to have a permit. Are you refusing to 
obey a lawfully given instruction?' 

ªI looked him in the eye and said 
`It's unlawful, it's unconstitutional', so 
we stared at each other and he said 
`All right then, you can go.' 

ªWhat are they going to do, lock up
the local member? I walked out of this 
little room at the airport and there's 
this whole group of Darwin people 
who had obviously been watching and 
they all cheered like mad.

ªDon't you dare ask me for a per-
mit to come back to my own city.º

At the airport, the loading of pas-
sengers during the evacuation was or-
derly, but not without moments of 
drama. Lawrie recalls one man who 
dressed as a woman in an attempt to 
get on one of the early flights. He was 
promptly returned to ªthe very backº 

of the queue. There were also mo-
ments of genuine kindness from the 
airline captains, who overlooked at 
least one child's air rifle, occasional 
puppy and kitten passengers and even 
a cockatoo.

ªIt was all some of these people had
left and they (the captains) just smiled 
and said ̀ of course',º Laurie says.

ªPeople were getting on with these
wriggling bags going ̀ meow' and 
`woof'. There was a guy there who said 
`we can't allow pets on the plane' and I 
just looked at him. 

ªThere were extra people on the 
planes, kids sitting on laps, there were 
wriggling bags and even a gun. They 
were lovely, so nice, so understanding. 
I'll never forget that.º

On Christmas Eve 1974 the Lawrie
household ± Dawn, then-husband 
John and their three children Dianne, 
John Jr and Delia, were entertaining 
friends in their Nightcliff home.

Cyclone Selma had come and gone
weeks before with only a few gusts of 
wind and, like the rest of Darwin, they 
were not anticipating what was to 
come. As the winds got stronger the 
company left and she began to worry.

ªI said to my then-husband ̀ I think
this is really coming',º she says. ªHe 
was dismissive: ̀ No, it's OK, don't 
worry about itº. I had on the ABC and 
then it stopped broadcasting. That's 
the thing that frightened me. I said ̀ we 
have to get out, they're off the air'.º

Soon after, as the house began to

disintegrate, the kids were bundled up 
and moved downstairs to the car. She 
discovered John Jr was missing and 
frantically began to call out his name. 
To her relief, he had already made it 
to the car, but the memories of those 
brief moments thinking her son had 
blown away still bring her to tears.

The car stalled in the howling wind
and rain but out of the gloom another 
car, already full, came to their aid. 

The five Lawries and their two 
dogs crammed in and the car drove 
slowly along Nightcliff Rd looking for 
shelter.

Out of the blue came a pedestrian.
ªThe driver stopped the car and 

said ̀ We can give you a lift, hang on 
to the bonnet', and this guy said ̀ It's 
all right, I'm looking for a party'. I said 
`you stupid bastard the whole place is 
blowing away'. 

ªHe said ̀ She'll be right love' and
kept walking. As far as I know he was 
blown to East Timor. Haven't a clue.º

The car made it to a nearby school
and Lawrie sheltered her children 
underneath the kitchen benches.

ªMy overwhelming thought was
`what have they done to deserve 
this?',º she says. ª'What have they 
done. Leave them, let them live.' 

ªIn the morning it was pouring 
rain still. I went out to see what had 
happened. I walked to Nightcliff Rd 
and looked around. I came back and 
said ̀ Everyone's dead. Everything's 
blown away and everyone's dead'.º

As shell-shocked residents were evacuated from Darwin, few would have imagined a 
permit would soon be required to return to their own homes in the disaster zone.

Our ravaged suburbs left 

in lockdown
Santa
never

made it
One of the more

famous artistic
expressions of

Cyclone Tracy is
the song recorded
by Bill and Boyd,

Santa Never Made
it to Darwin.

The song was
written in 1975 to

raise funds for the
reconstruction of

Darwin. Aussie
band the Hoodoo

Gurus released
their own take on

the hit in the
1980s called Tojo
Never Made it to

Darwin, comparing
the Japanese

bombing of
Darwin to Tracy.
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The first commercial flight 
evacuating Darwin refugees was 
early Boxing Day. 
In the next three days there were 
102 flights airlifting 20,000 
people to southern capital cities.
The RAAF also leant a hand, flying 
out 2860 people to January 3. 
On December 28, there were 
7500 available seats, but that 
amount weren't willing to leave. It 
prompted Retired Major-General 
Alan Stretton, leading the Tracy 
response, to recommend everyone 
who left got a free return flight. 
As a result, 8200 were evacuated 
by nightfall, making it the busiest 
day of the evacuation.
In total, about 25,000 flew 
from Darwin by air and 10,000 
drove south on the Stuart 
Highway to the supportive towns 
of Katherine, Tennant Creek, Alice 
Springs and beyond.
Pregnant women and the sick and 
injured were priorities in the 
airlifts, then women and children, 
then the elderly, then married 
couples and, lastly, singles. 
The refugees were greeted in the 
cities by government agencies and 
volunteers who helped them to 
family or whatever 
accommodation they could find, 
including nursing homes.
ªThe evacuees arrived mainly with 
only the clothes they stood up in, 
shocked and confused, alienated, 
euphora (sic) weeping, stress 
reaction and fatigued,º the final 
report of the Darwin Disaster 
Welfare Council said.
Darwin became a town of men 
flecked by the women who simply 
refused to leave or had 
somewhere safe to stay. 
Emergency response committees 
tried to take a census of those 
who remained, but lack of 
communication made it difficult.
 ªGradually we came in contact 
with them. We really only started 
to find out people where people 
were on day five or six,º Ray 
McHenry, then-director of 
emergency services said in 
the report.
They were found congregated at 

undamaged homes or pubs. Then-
Independent member for Nightcliff 
Dawn Lawrie, who is still angry at 
the way a select few were trying 
to control people's destinies, 
questions the census figures.
ªThe good people of Nightcliff 
that I spoke to said they wouldn't 
register. I said `Why not', and the 
answer was `If we don't register 
they don't know we're here so 
they can't do anything to us',º 
she says.
ªThe register was wrong.º
McHenry acknowledged there was 
ªno doubt that there (may) have 
been trauma because of the way 
in which the evacuation was 
doneº, noting some wanted to 
stay ªbut the priority was to get 
people out in a hurryº.
The most controversial aspect of 
the evacuation began when 
McHenry suggested to Stretton a 
permit system be implemented to 
control who came back to the city.
Stretton agreed and it was 
introduced on December 28.
ªIt is a fact that where 
accommodation was not available 
people were deterred from 
coming back to the Territory, 
though many of them found their 
way around the restriction,º 
McHenry said. ªWhether the 
system was necessary or not was 
hotly debated. I don't think there 
would be too many blokes who 
gave as much thought to the 
problem as I did.º
The permit system, finally 
scrapped in June 1975, has been 
credited with keeping unwanted 
people out of Darwin, but also 
blamed for marriage breakdown 
and unnecessary psychological 
damage as families were stopped 
from rebuilding their lives.
Dawn Lawrie even recalls, with 
much disgust, men were asked if 
they wanted their wives to return 
at all.
By March 1975, 25,732 were living 
in Darwin, far exceeding the 
estimated number, according to 
the DDWC report.
Men still outnumbered women 
two to one.

LIVES SAVED BY TRACY'S TIMING

SURVIVOR stories are
woven with common
themes; the unpre-

paredness, the jet engine-like 
sound of winds and the lin-
gering smells of sewage and 
rotting meat.

They speak of the calm 
of the eye and the surprise 
onset of wind, even stronger 
than before, when Tracy's 
hell returned.

Most distressing, upon see-
ing the destruction left behind, 

they speak of believing every-
one else must have died.

But even as sunlight framed
the true extent of devastation, 
would-be lone survivors found 
their worst fears unfounded.

From the wreckage came
friends and neighbours, equal-
ly surprised to see so many 
others making their way to 
new shelters.

That the death toll didn't 
stretch to thousands was a 
miracle of timing.

The darkness of night 
kept people in shelter instead 
of trying to rescue outdoor 
items and running the gaunt-
let of debris travelling at more 
than 200km/h.

The tide was running out,
saving coastal suburbs from 
cyclonic surges, such a factor 
in Hurricane Katrina's stag-
gering death toll of more than 
1800 people.

All told, of Darwin's 12,000
homes only 500 escaped seri-
ous damage. More than half 
were completely obliterated.

It meant most of Darwin's
47,000 residents were home-
less. There was no power, no 
running water and bodies and
Christmas feasts were rotting
fast in the tropical heat.

An emergency response
meeting on Christmas after-
noon discussed disease, the 
potential for more devastat-
ing weather (the Bureau of 
Meteorology systems had 
been wiped out) and the im-
paired psychology and mor-
ale of the citizenry.

It was decided the city 
be evacuated.
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DARWIN'S HOMELESS 
REFUGEES PREPARE TO 
BOARD AN ANSETT 
EVACUATION AIRCRAFT

A GRIEF STRICKEN DARWIN 
GIRL IS CARRIED BY CIVIL 
DEFENCE WORKER AND A ST 
JOHN AMBULANCE OFFICER 
(RIGHT) FROM A RAAF 
HERCULES AEROPLANE 
WHICH BROUGHT HER TO 
ADELAIDE

Dredging the 
memories of 
that horrible 
night and the 
chaotic weeks 
and months 
that followed 
hurt like 40 
years prior, 
but an anger 
burns equally 
strong.
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AMAN boarded an An-
sett Airlines flight
shortly, head bandaged
and stained with what

appeared to be blood.
He wanted out of Darwin

and he wanted out fast ± 
trouble was, he wasn't really 
hurt.

ªHe got on the aeroplane 
and I got on afterwards and I 
said ̀ You're not going. There's 
nothing wrong with you', says 
Fred McCue Sr, Ansett Air-
line's NT manager during the 
time of Tracy and the subse-
quent evacuation. 

ªHe said ̀ Oh I was hit in the
head with a great big lump of 
steel last night'.

ªI said ̀ I don't think you 
were. Would you like to take 
the bandage off so we can have 
a lookº. 

ªHe just said ̀ You bastard'.º
It was one of only a handful

of times someone tried to jump 
the queue down south.

Fred Sr, whose son has con-
tributed to these pages for the 
NT News, recalls for the most 
part people were well-man-
nered and respectful of their 
fellow Darwin refugees.

ªYou could see that some
people had been traumatised, 
no question,º he says. 

ªQuite a few of them actu-
ally, but there were very little 
signs of panic or people losing 

control. It was well done. 
ªThere were a couple things 
here and there ... but very few.º

Fred understands the im-
pulse of some to try anything 
to fly out with their wives and 
children, or to simply escape 
their own living hell. 

Fred's family, like other 
families of airport men, had 
been evacuated early so he 
could concentrate on the task 
at hand.

Fred, now 84, headed a staff
of about 90 Ansett employees 
during the evacuation. Most of 
them slept in the cargo hold.

ªI was at the airport doing
the very best I could to man-
age a situation that was ob-
viously very strange and new ... 
how do you handle it?º he 
says.

ªIt was a bit curly on the 
first day because we were new 
to the game.º

The now-defunct airline's
evacuation began in earnest 
on December 27. It was in full 
swing by the 28th and finished 
by the 30th.

In that time Ansett lifted 
about 6500 of close to 25,000 
people to southern cities.

ªI must admit we weren't 
quite sure where the aeroplane 
was going, whether it was Syd-
ney, Melbourne, Adelaide, we 
weren't always sure,º he says.

ª We tried to tell people 

`this aeroplane is going to Syd-
ney'. The problem is with that, 
people are all lined up and 
there's maybe three aero-
planes with space for maybe 
600 ... I don©t think under any 
circumstances you can start 
saying ̀ Anyone for Sydney? 
Anyone for Melbourne? 
Who's going to Adelaide?' 
You've just got to get those 
aeroplanes loaded and out of 
here.º

Making matters more diffi-
cult was the lack of navigation-
al equipment on the ground or 
lights on the runway.

It meant most evacuations
had to be carried out in day-
light hours so pilots could see 
where they were landing or 
from where they were taking 
off.

ªThe pilots were flying 
these aeroplanes without any 
navigational aides whatsoever 
and the weather was pretty 
crook most of the time, very 
squally, heavy rain,º Fred says.

ªThey're coming through
that just relying entirely on 
their flying ability. There was 
no-one to talk to them from 
the ground for the first two or 
three days. They did it all visu-
ally ¼ it's a credit to them. 
You've got to be a real flyer to 
do that.º

The first Fred heard the 
word evacuation was Christ-

mas Day, just hours after his 
home had been badly dam-
aged; its wallpaper bashed to 
the bricks by sand and car 
stripped bare to gleaming 
metal.

He and others on the emer-
gency services committee met 
at police headquarters that 
afternoon to discuss the re-
sponse.

ªDr Charlie Gurd, who was
the director of health at that 
time, he'd been in the hospital 
working through the night,º 
Fred says.

ªI went to the meeting and
Charles was there. He was the 
first one to say ̀ look, we have 
no choice, we need to evacuate 
the population. It's got to be 
done.' 

ªHe'd spent quite a bit of 
time in Africa and he knew 
what possible consequences 
(existed in) a sub tropical situ-
ation without hygiene, without 
sewerage, without water, with-
out electricity, without a hos-
pital.

ªNo, he was right. There 
had to be an evacuation.º

Desperate attempts to escape

the trauma
Mass
grave
just a
myth

CONSPIRACY
theories abound
that many more

people died in
Cyclone Tracy

than what has
been reported.

Particularly
persistent was a

rumour that as
many as 500
bodies were

taken to
Adelaide River in
the back of truck

and buried
somewhere near

the town.
Reported

searches of the
area yielded

nothing and the
myth has been

discredited.
Some historians

also ask if the
death toll was
indeed higher,
where are the

families and
where are the

bodies?
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He wanted 
out of 
Darwin and 
he wanted 
out fast Ð 
trouble was, 
he wasn't 
really hurt.

ON Christmas morning
1974 my father, clearly

agitated, awakened me. 
Struggling against sleep in

that little London house my 
first thought was that some-
thing in the kitchen had 
caught fire. 

It was already Christmas 
evening in Darwin and news 
of its assault by Cyclone Tracy 
had rated a short mention on 
BBC radio. 

My wife Mary had re-
mained in Darwin while I was 
having an eye operation in 
London. 

We had purchased a house
in Casuarina on December 8 
and she was settling in. Little 
did we expect it to be de-
stroyed 17 days later.

Two days passed with no
news and no chance of 
contacting Darwin. What had 
happened to her?

Then at 4.30am on 
December 27 the phone rang. 
Instantly awake, I found 
myself speaking with my boss 
in Canberra. He had just 
finished talking with Mary 
and was passing on her 
reassurance that she was un-
hurt. 

My next problem was to 
join her without delay. Both 
eyes had been eased from 
their sockets on December 11 
and the surgeon was most ap-
prehensive. ªNorthern Aus-
tralia?º he said and pursed his 
lips. ªMy dear boy ± the heat, 
the glare, the dust, the flies...º 

I landed at Sydney on New
Year's Day. Unknown to me 

while I was flying over 
Asia, Mary was aloft
over eastern Australia
(with 499 other Dar-
win evacuees) in an
RAAF Hercules, and
she had landed at
Sydney to be met by
kindness.

A nun gave her
$50 cash and a
Salvo officer pro-

vided a woollen coat to sup-
plement the cotton dress she 
had been travelling in. 

She was allowed to sleep in
a VIP lounge and at midnight 
a security guard brought her 
some Kentucky Fried Chick-
en and a VB. It was, after all, 
not only a New Year but her 
birthday.

I entered the Sydney con-
course to find it crowded with 
people just as the PA system 
announced an imminent 
flight to Darwin. I galloped 
towards the departure gate. 

Halfway through the mill-
ing mob I was impeded by 
someone clutching at my 
elbow. Ears still popping from 
the descent I couldn't hear 
what was being shouted at 
me, but on reducing my gal-
lop to a trot and turning to 
examine the harassment 
found it to be my wife.

Christmas 1975 saw us in a
new house on the same block 
and we have weathered cyc-
lone warnings in the Top End 
ever since.

However, there appears to
be a 40-year cycle for ªbig 
onesº, so I definitely won't be 
leaving Mary alone on Christ-
mas Day 2014.

THERE'S BEEN A DISASTER

WRECKED 
BUILDINGS FROM 
CYCLONE TRACY'S 
VIOLENT TRAIL 
OF DESTRUCTION 
THROUGHOUT 
DARWIN 

MOST FLIGHTS 
HAD TO BE 
CARRIED OUT IN 
DAYLIGHT 
HOURS SO 
PILOTS COULD 
SEE WHERE 
THEY WERE 
LANDING AND 
TAKING OFF.
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	 However, 

there 
appears to 
be a 40-
year cycle 
for `big 
ones'
JIM TONER SPENT 
THREE DAYS 
TRYING TO 
LOCATE HIS WIFE 
MARY. THIS IS 
HIS STORY.
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WHEN Darwin Hospi-
tal's head of anaesthet-
ics was tragically killed

by flying debris in Cyclone 
Tracy, colleague Dennis Fitz-
simmons took the reins.

About 500 injured people ±
many seriously ± poured 
through the doors of the old 
Darwin Hospital in the days 
that followed Tracy.

Dr Fitzsimmons, a Queens-
land-trained and qualified an-
aesthetist, treated 16 people in 
surgery on Christmas Day, 
running back and forth be-
tween the two water-soaked 
operating rooms.

By all accounts the hospital,
then located at Myilly Point in 
Larrakeyah, was well prepared 
± if not over-prepared. 

Procedures and systems or-
dinarily put in place for the 
Christmas holidays ± replen-
ishing food and stocking ad-
ditional blood for transfusions 
± had already happened in the 
days prior.

The threat from Cyclone 
Selma just weeks earlier 
meant the windows and struc-
tures had already been barri-
caded. 

After Tracy, many doctors
and nurses had themselves lost
everything they owned but 
nearly all turned up to work 
that Christmas morning. Dr 
Fitzsimmons was one of them. 
He spoke to the NT News from 
his Mackay, Queensland, 
home.

Having watched his Alawa
family home disintegrate 
around him, Dr Fitzsimmons, 

now 73, calmly got into his car 
and drove to the hospital just 
after 6.30am, unsure of what 
awaited him.

ªI went straight through ca-
sualty and there were people 
everywhere,º he says.

ªBy the time I got there pa-
tients were already 
being triaged and 
the operating 
personnel 
had ar-
rived.

ªAll 
the plan-
ning at 
the time 
was bril-
liant. It 
was all very 
well organised
± I'd call it an or-
ganised chaos. It 
was the greatest natural 
disaster Australia has ever had 
and they were doing ex-
tremely well. 

ªOf course the hospital had
all its electricity functioning 
and all its water on. Darwin 
Hospital had water running 
full flush right from the word 
go.

ªAs I got there ... I found out
(Director of Anaesthetics Dr 
Paul Macklin) had been killed 
which was a bit of a shock at 
the time.º

As it turned out Dr Macklin
had made it through the worst 
of the cyclone but reportedly 
went back into his house to re-
trieve something and was 
pierced through the temple by 
a piece of timber.

Dr Fitz-
simmons re-

mained in theatre
and running between both

operating rooms until about 
10pm that night.

He says some of the more
horrific injuries were suffered 
by people who had fled homes 
in Tracy's peak.

ªMy memory of individual
patients at the end of that was 
blank, because each patient 
that succeeded the previous 
had a similar story ± but they 
were equally miraculous.

ªMajor surgeries we had 
were those whose houses were 
disintegrating and they had to 
leave ± they were the ones that 
were injured.

ªThey were moving around
and there were roofs falling off 
and all these missiles ... (it's) as 
happened to the anaesthetist.

ªI was dealing with major 
injuries to upper and lower 
limbs as well as penetrating 
injuries of the abdomen and 
lungs. At the same time there 
were many orthopedic 
injuriesº

The surgical team treated
16 patients on Christmas Day 
before medical teams of doc-
tors, nurses and health inspec-
tors arrived from the south to 
assist the Darwin crews the 
next morning.

ªI'd say we probably fin-
ished the last major surgery at 
about 10pm. 

ªPsychologically it was 
stressful. But you just didn't re-
alise it at the time.º

Darwin Hospital moved to
its present location at Casuar-
ina in 1980 before becoming 
Royal Darwin Hospital in 
1984.

The biggest priority was

saving lives

TOP: THE HOME OF 
DARWIN HOSPITAL 
DIRECTOR OF 
ANAESTHETICS, 
DR DENNIS 
FITZSIMMONS AND 
(ABOVE RIGHT) HIS 
YOUNG CHILDREN.

With no time to dwell on the fact that his house had been 
demolished and his colleague killed, Dr Dennis Fitzsimmons 
rolled up his sleeves and got on with the job of heading up the 
team to treat the wounded in a still-standing Darwin Hospital
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LIKE MANY 
AFTER CYCLONE 
TRACY, THE FITZSIM-
MONS CHILDREN HAD FEW CLOTHES. IN 
THIS PHOTO LARISSA, CARLA AND DANA ARE WEAR-
ING OUTFITS THAT WERE INTENDED AS CHRISTMAS 

PRESENTS. THE OUTFITS HAD BEEN HIDDEN BY 
THEIR PARENTS IN A SUITCASE THAT WAS

LATER FOUND BATTERED AMONG THE CYC-
LONE DEBRIS. THE CHILDREN ARE WEAR-

ING SHOES BORROWED FROM THE
NEIGHBOURS. THEY USUALLY WENT
BAREFOOT AT HOME BUT NEEDED
SHOES BECAUSE OF ALL THE PRO-
TRUDING NAILS AND DEBRIS.

Green ant 
mystery
Legend has it green ants 
disappeared from Darwin 
trees in the days before 
Tracy hit, in what some 
people believed to have 
been a sign of 
impending disaster. 
There has even been 
suggestions that some 
indigenous locals took 
note of the phenomenon 
and left town just before 
Christmas. 
However entomologists 
have discredited this 
idea as whimsical and 
with no basis.
The CSIRO said it 
wouldn't necessarily take 
ants long to find their 
nest if they needed to 
escape quickly. 
However it is a fact 
there were no green 
ants on trees for months 
afterwards.
It has been suggested 
long-grassers may have 
left simply because of 
the rain.
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Stretton the outsider 
in command

M AJOR General Alan
Stretton held absolute
power in Darwin for six

days following Cyclone Tracy.
The press dubbed him the 

ªChurchill of Darwinº.
Prime Minister Gough Whitlam

said of him: ªWhenever people 
speak of the spirit of Darwin, the 
name Stretton will be associated 
with it.º

Stretton's efforts in Darwin saw
him named 1975 Australian of the 
Year.

But he was a polarising figure.
Less charitable assessments of

Stretton include his failure to ac-
knowledge the gains already 
achieved by the people of Darwin 
before his arrival on Christmas 
night following Tracy.

These, it has been claimed, laid
the foundations for the great stri-
des made in Darwin in the days im-
mediately after the cyclone.

Others who worked alongside
Stretton over that period say he 
was exactly what the devastated 
city needed. 

To his backers he was the clear-
headed and dispassionate outsider 
given to decisive action and was a 
natural leader.

Stretton had certainly learned
all about leadership before arriving 
in Darwin.

He served in World War II and
the Korean War. In 1960 he com-
manded Australian forces fighting 
communist insurgents in Malaysia. 
And in 1969 he was appointed 
Army Chief of Staff in Vietnam. 

Stretton was selected as director
of the National Disasters Organis-
ation on its formation in 1974.

Stretton arrived in Darwin at 
10.20pm on Christmas night along 
with minister for the Northern Ter-
ritory, Dr Rex Patterson.

Acting prime minister Jim 
Cairns had directed Stretton to 
take control of disaster relief opera-
tions. It later became evident he 
had no legal basis for the authority 
he claimed he commanded. 

Nonetheless it was Stretton who
oversaw the evacuation of about 
35,000 Darwin residents.

He headed the counter-disaster
activities which focused on health, 
the restoration of communications 
and water supplies. 

Not surprisingly he also clashed
with civil and judicial authorities.

Then at 1pm on December 31, as
the last few evacuation flights were 
preparing to leave the devastated 
city, he handed over control to the 
civilian administration headed by 
Ray McHenry.

McHenry himself would go on
to be known as ªEl Supremoº.

Stretton's departure was the 
lead story in the first full edition of 
the NT News published following 
Tracy.

The story, datelined Canberra,
reported that acting prime minister 
Cairns had authorised that Stretton 
hand over the administration of 
Darwin to ªnormal authoritiesº.

According to the report, Stret-
ton had advised Cairns that Darwin
ªwas functioning in an orderly 
wayº.

Alan Stretton AO, CBE, died in
2012 aged 90. 
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THE task facing St
John Ambulance
volunteers in the
aftermath of Cyclone

Tracy cannot be 
underestimated.

Some unpaid workers 
clocked up 72 hours straight 
as they worked around the 
clock helping stricken 
residents.

Two officers even tried
to drive an ambulance to 
retrieve an injured person 
during the eye of Tracy ± an 
incredibly dangerous 
endeavour given the very 
limited time before the 
winds returned.

Making matters more 
difficult, some of the 
injured did not want to be 
treated at the hospital for 
fear of being evacuated. 

Long-time Territorian
and volunteer Pat King was 
rostered on as a radio duty 
officer on Christmas Eve. 
She was one of those who 
remained at work for three 
days straight and also one 
of the many volunteers 
listed on the St John 
Ambulance roll of honour 
for their services.

St John had been 
meticulously prepared in 
the days leading up to 
Cyclone Tracy under the 
guidance of Divisional 
Officer Rod Bramley.

ªThere was no sense of
complacency,º Pat says. 
ªWe did all the usual checks
... it was an average but wet 
kind of night but by 

12.30am we were calling the 
ambulances that were still 
on the road to get back.º

By this stage some 
houses in the northern 
suburbs had begun to 
dismantle.

ªWe were all upstairs 
and I was in the 
communication room 
taking phone calls and 
telling people how to treat 
people over the phone.

ªI remember one of our
ambulances coming back 
on Bagot Rd and having 
considerable trouble 
staying on the road.º

Pat got out of her chair
to take a phone call and at 
that moment the boxed 
airconditioner was thrown 
out of the wall above her 
head and landed on the 
chair she had been sitting 
in. 

She believes the force of
impact would have 
seriously injured or killed 
her.

The small crew spent the
next half-hour trying to 
protect the vital 
communication equipment 
from the rain rushing in 
from the hole before 
deciding it was too 
dangerous to remain 
upstairs. They retreated to 
the ground floor.

ªAround 10 people came
in there at the time and we 
pushed the very heavy 
filing cabinet up against the 
door. But the door still 
managed to open as the 

DIANNE Gough, a Cyclone 
Tracy victim herself, put her

own troubles aside to help oth-
ers.

Her legacy of working with
traumatised evacuees was sub-
sequently adopted for years to 
come by other jurisdictions deal-
ing with disasters.

Dianne can also lay claim to
taking on then prime minister 
Gough Whitlam's fierce wife, 
Margaret ± and winning.

A single mum of six at the 
time, Dianne put her life on hold 
to spend the eight months after 
Cyclone Tracy working as part of 
the ongoing evacuation and wel-
fare response.

Speaking publicly for the first
time in 40 years, she recalls the 
task ahead of dealing with the 
emotional and physical needs of 
the thousands of survivors.

ªIn the very early hours and
days people were disillusioned,º 
says Dianne, now aged 70. ªThey 
didn't know what was going on, 
they were crying, hugging peo-
ple and we were trying to settle 
everybody down. And of course 
everyone was scared the cyclone 
was going to come back.º

Walking into the Darwin High
School makeshift evacuation 
camp with her six children just 
hours after the family had lost its 
home, her immediate reaction 
was to begin helping others.

ªI just said `is there anything
we can do?' They needed some-
one to sort all the freezers out 
and sort out all the meat that 
people were donating.º

It was there she saw the need
in the eyes of fellow frightened 
survivors and vowed to keep 

helping when she was evacuated 
to Adelaide's Pennington Hostel 
with her children days later.

ªWhen we got to Pennington
Hostel in Adelaide, I remember 
they wouldn't let little children in 
to eat as they had no shoes. 
Well, I said they should be al-
lowed in,º she says.

ªThey also weren't allowed to
play in the kindergarten as the 
(other families) were scared they 
might get diseases. Margaret 
Whitlam came down as she was 
having a meeting (at Penning-
ton). I said `Excuse me Margaret 
Whitlam', and she said `What do 
you want?' like I was a peasant.

ªI said I have a few things to
say ¼ these kids are not allowed 
inside as they have no shoes. 
ªThen she said that they should 
be in kindergarten anyway, and I 
said that they weren't allowed in 
kindergarten, either.

ªAnd from then on they were
allowed. After that she said to 
me that I should not stand 
around and make mischiefº.

One of Dianne's proudest 
memories was co-ordinating the 
belated Christmas party for Dar-
win children at the hostel.

ªI asked the managers if they
could have a Christmas party and 
they said `Christmas is over!' I 
said `It's over for you but not 
over for all these kids ¼ they 
have missed out on Christmas.'

ªThey said OK but they were
not giving any food, so the peo-
ple all got together and they 
made food in their kitchens and 
they brought it all in. It was a 
late Christmas but a wonderful 
Christmas.

ªIt was the first time that 

everybody had got together with 
the same problems and everybody 
healed each other.º

Leaving Pennington Hostel 
shortly after, she was instrumental 
in forming the Darwin Welfare 
Disaster Centre in Adelaide in a bid 
to keep helping the evacuees, 
many of who were still suffering 
emotionally and desperate to 
return to their homes and 
normality.

ªIt was a really teary job, when
people came in they would be 
pleased to see someone they 
knew,º she says. 

ªThere was always so much to
do. But it could really overpower 
you sometimes.

ªA lot of people came in not re-
ally knowing what they were going 
to be faced with. Sometimes they 
were a little bit aggro because they 
had been through hell and back. 
We'd just give them a hug and 
they'd hug back. Our main job was 
to help the people and the final 
job was getting the people back to 
Darwin.º

Dianne only recently found a
letter of commendation received 
in 1975 from the South Australian 
Council of Social Services acknowl-
edging her work with evacuees. 
The letter has been unseen and in 
storage for nearly four decades.

ªIt was unbelievable (reading
the letter after so long) and I don't 
believe I did all this stuff, but I did. 
It takes me back reading that let-
ter.º

She worked at the centre until
it closed in August 1975. The cen-
tre was extremely successful and 
used as a model for similar ven-
tures during disasters in other 
states.
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HELPING THE HEALING BEGIN
There are many stories of selflessness in the face of great
personal pain. Dianne Gough's is one of the best.

DARWIN SINGLE 
MUM OF SIX 
KIDS DIANNE 
GOUGH PLAYED A 
VITAL ROLE IN 
HELPING 
CYCLONE TRACY 
EVACUEES IN 
ADELAIDE.

It was a huge effort, we 
My job was triaging the 

where a lot of people had 
 lying in meat chillers

PAT KING WAS 
A ST JOHN

AMBULANCE
OFFICER HEADING

THE
COMMUNICATIONS

CENTRE AT 
THE TIME OF

TRACY

INSET:
AMBULANCE
OFFICERS IN
DARWIN TO

ASSIST IN THE
CLEAN-UP
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wind pushed the filing 
cabinet,º she says.

As the eye passed over
Darwin, Rod and fellow 
officer Grant Keetley made 
the decision to take the 
ambulance out and try and 
retrieve an injured person 
who had phoned through 
for help.

Because the numbers 
had been blown off the 
letterboxes and the houses 
were not easily identifiable 
it is believed the crew could 
not find the man and soon 
returned to the station.

By 6am the winds had 

eased and many injured 
people had begun to trickle 
into the station.

Radio communications
were out completely by 
now and a lot of the 
equipment was damaged.

Crews were still able to
take the ambulances out by 
about 6.30am and 
communication equipment 
was repaired by technicians 
soon after. 

Volunteers grabbed 
small patches of sleep on 
stretchers in the back of the 
ambulances when they 
could.

ªIt was a huge effort, we
saw a lot of spinal injuries. 
My job was triaging the 
most injured. I was at 
Casuarina where a lot of 
people had gathered ... 
there were people lying in 
meat chillers,º Pat says.

ªIt was a balancing act as
there were severely injured 
people, some not so injured. 
There were families that 
wanted to stay together . 
there were a lot of 
considerations when 
triaging and treating 
people.º

Days without sleep ... the

bravery of 
our ambos

PRISONERS 
RELEASED TO 
JOIN CLEAN-UP
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LIKE most people in Darwin after 
Tracy hit, prisoners of Fannie Bay 
Gaol found themselves without a 
roof over their heads.

Twenty-nine prisoners serving
long sentences were shipped out 
on a bus that afternoon to move 
into the Alice Springs Gaol. 

But many prisoners remained
in Darwin and, in an unpre-
cedented move, were released to 
help with clean-up efforts.

The prisoners left behind were
serving short sentences or had 
only been picked up the night be-
fore.

In Warning: The Story of Cyc-
lone Tracy, Sophie Cunningham 
writes Magistrate David McCann 
was thrown in the deep end and 
became responsible for making 
decisions out of his jurisdiction.

Mr McCann had an idea of 
what the best course of action 
was to deal with the leftover pris-

oners in Fannie Bay.
He set about trying to track

down Jock Nelson, the adminis-
trator at the time, to get per-
mission to have the inmates 
released.

He couldn't find him and so
took it upon himself to write 
ªreleasedº against the names of 
prisoners who had less than 
three or six months (he can't re-
member which) left of their sen-
tences, Cunningham writes. 

Eight prisoners remained at
Fanny Bay Gaol and another 
four were picked up during the 
course of the day.

The prisoners ended up help-
ing out with general clean-up 
duties or with cooking duties at 
various relief centres at high 
schools around the town and 
the Power and Water website 
even credits them with helping 
out.
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e saw a lot of spinal injuries.          
he most injured. I was at Casuarina
ad gathered ... there were people   
rs
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WATER was re-
stored to Darwin
in days and elec-
tricity in weeks.

By the first day of 1975 the
evacuation was slowing and 
emergency phones had been 
connected around the city.

Within a week, residents
could again buy beer and 
groceries.

Naval ships and aircraft
left Melbourne and Sydney 
early on Boxing Day to assist 
with the clean-up, while the 
army flew in specialists to as-
sist with rations, equipment 
and stores.

Darwin had regained a 
basic semblance of a func-
tioning town and those left 
were eager to rebuild their 
lives, even if their loved ones 
could not yet negotiate the 
permit system, or their 
neighbours had left never to 
return.

The Darwin Reconstruc-
tion Commission was 
formed on December 31 to 
determine how the new Dar-
win would look.

In his book Returning To

Nothing: The Meaning Of 
Lost Places, author Peter 
Read notes that residents, 
who by mid-February had 
reoccupied some 35 per cent 
of Darwin's blocks, ªlistened 
in alarm as Dr (Rex) Patter-
son, Minister for the Depart-
ment of the Northern 
Territory, proclaimed that 
the new Darwin might not 
be the ̀ Darwin of old'.º

Early plans from the DRC
suggested wiping Coconut 
Grove off the map and turn-
ing parts of residential Fan-
nie Bay and Nightcliff into 
parklands.

Roads were to be re-rout-
ed, schools moved and new 
housing to take the form of 
concrete bunkers.

Storm surge zones cov-
ered much of the northern 
suburbs and they were black-
listed for redevelopment. 
The government was to ac-
quire the land. 

There were about 1200 
objections to the plan and 
more than 20 community 
groups emerged in protest, 
the first started by then-In-

dependent member for 
Nightcliff Dawn Lawrie.

ªA barrage of politicians,
advisers and consultants de-
scended on poor Darwin like 
one of the seven plagues of 
Egypt,º she wrote.

ªThere was to be a new 
Darwin, a new grand plan, 
decided by experts without 
having to bother about the 
opinions of the bothersome 
citizens.º

The DRC was seen as a 
group of dispassionate 
southern planners who failed 
to comprehend residents' de-
sire, and need, to rebuild.

The groundswell from 
those desperate to protect 
their land and the Darwin 
they loved meant, according 
to Read, by the end of Febru-
ary 1975 ªthe first plan to ob-
literate the northern suburbs 
had itself been obliteratedº.

By August residents were
allowed to rebuild on pre-
viously blacked out blocks, 
but had missed much of the 
dry season more favourable 
for builders.

In Warning: The Story of

Cyclone Tracy Sophie Cun-
ningham quotes Ray 
McHenry, the director of 
emergency services, as be-
lieving the DRC should have 
stood firm on surge zones.

ªIt's only a matter of time
± whether it's five, fifty or a 
hundred years, there will be 
a cyclone in Darwin, which 
will wipe out the people in 
that surge area; it's as plain 
as the nose on your face,º 
McHenry said.

When the DRC wound up
in April 1978, it had built 
3000 new homes, most of 

them in the northern suburbs.
According to Read, ªDarwin 
remains the only example of 
insider success, not by a 
homeowner, suburban action 
group or threatened town, 
but by a whole cityº.

Australian Bureau of Stat-
istics show Darwin's pre-cyc-
lone population was 46,700. 
In 1975, it was estimated at 
25,700 and by 1976 was 
44,200, although many of 
these were construction 
workers assisting with the re-
build. Many Darwinites of 
1974 have never returned.

After such a destructive event there was always 
going to be a lot of wrangling over how and 
where to rebuild in the devastated streets left 
behind ± but the experts made few friends with 
their vision for the new Darwin.

Putting the city back

on the map
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ªA BARRAGE OF POLITICIANS, ADVISERS AND 
CONSULTANTS DESCENDED ON POOR DARWIN 
LIKE ONE OF THE SEVEN PLAGUES OF EGYPT,º

ªIT'S ONLY A MATTER OF TIME Ð WHETHER IT'S 
FIVE, FIFTY OR A HUNDRED YEARS, THERE WILL 
BE A CYCLONE IN DARWIN, WHICH WILL WIPE 
OUT THE PEOPLE IN THAT SURGE AREAº
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DARWIN homes, and others
in cyclone zones around

Australia's northern coasts, 
must be built to withstand mid-
range Category 4 winds.

In short, in means another 
Cyclone Tracy would not level 
the city like it did in 1974, even if 
a more powerful cyclone made a 
direct hit, but we are not im-
mune to catastrophe.

Troppo Architects co-direc-
tor Adrian Welke warns it 
would be ªfancifulº to blindly as-
sume the building codes enacted 
after Tracy would be enough to 
protect lives and property.

He says vegetation in and 
around Darwin has increased 
since Tracy, which on one hand 
can help protect buildings from 
wind and debris, but also act as 
missiles and wrecking balls, cut-
ting through homes and block-
ing roads as people seek shelter.

But perhaps the greatest dan-
ger should Darwin greet an-
other Tracy is the ocean.

Tracy arrived on a receding
tide, meaning the storm surges 
did not reach their deadly po-
tential.

Much of Darwin has been re-
built in storm surge zones, in-
cluding areas of Fannie Bay, 
Coconut Grove, Nightcliff, 
Rapid Creek and Stuart Park.

ªIf there was a cyclone surge
there's probably nothing much 
you can do to design a building 
to resist that sort of force,º Mr 
Welke says.

ªWind pressure is one thing
but to have a cyclone surge 
where you have water and de-
bris and everything coming with 
it. 

ªThose areas still remain at
risk and if there was a surge I 
certainly wouldn't be sitting in 
any of those buildings. 

ªThey are vulnerable to for-
ces no structural engineering 
could really resist.º

BUNKER MENTALITY NOT THE ANSWER

COULD DARWIN 
WITHSTAND 
ANOTHER TRACY?

ADRIAN Welke arrived in 1979, a year 
after the Darwin Reconstruction 
Commission disbanded, to find a 
bunker mentality in place of old 
Darwin.
Many of the Commonwealth D and C 
Series elevated homes built post-war 
for Darwin's burgeoning public 
service had been blown away.
In their place were homes with thick 
concrete walls and little ventilation, 
so strong that another Tracy would 
barely make them quiver.
ªThey were certainly a response, a 
pretty huge response, to what 
Cyclone Tracy had done to Darwin,º 
Welke says.
ªThey were also primarily designed 
by people who lived down south who 
had no idea about what the tropics 
are like. But there was nothing in the 
code that said the buildings needed 
to be built like that.º

The Troppo team recognised ªa 
significant public questioningº about 
what had happened to the fabric of 
the city and set to work.
ªThe fact (homes) blew away was not 
a consequence of how they were 
designed ... they fell apart because 
they were poorly built, poorly 
designed structurally,º he says.
ªThe early buildings we did were 
about rediscovering those older 
principles, but building within a 
structural framework that was going 
to ensure they were going to remain 
there if another Tracy or even more 
significant cyclone would hit Darwin.º
Some of the early work from Troppo 
can be seen in jungle-like streets of 
Coconut Grove. Like the old public 
service homes, they are elevated to 
catch the breeze and are now a 
fixture of Darwin's north.

If there was
a cyclone

surge
there's

probably
nothing

much you
can do to
design a

building to
resist that 

sort of
force

ªTHE FACT (HOMES) 
BLEW AWAY WAS NOT A 
CONSEQUENCE OF HOW 
THEY WERE DESIGNED ... 
THEY FELL APART 
BECAUSE THEY WERE 
POORLY BUILTº
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AS the city's early ris-
ers were thumbing
through their copies
of the NT News on

December 24, 1974, Cyc-
lone Tracy had just skirted 
Cape Fourcroy on the 
southern tip of Bathurst Is-
land.

Tracy was about to 
make the fateful south-
easterly jink that would set 
it on its course for Darwin. 

It would be hours before
people knew her true 
course and the NT News of 
December 24 made no 
mention of the looming 
weather event and its po-
tential for disaster. 

The paper led with a 
breezy front page article 
headlined ªWe Scoff At the 
Scroogesº.

ªAustralia may be 
plunged into economic 
gloom but in Darwin we're 
still spending big,º said the 
opening paragraph of the 
lead story.

The article featured a 
photograph of Mrs Eileen 
Clough, of Millner, along 
with her children Kim, 12, 
and David, 10, with two 
trolley loads of ªChristmas 
goodiesº, including ham 
and other foodstuffs that 
may never have reached 
the Christmas table.

The front page also con-
tained a cheery Christmas 
salutation with the head-
line ªAll the very best!º.

ªThe News will not be 
published tomorrow but 
will appear on all other 
days during the holiday pe-
riod as usual,º the festive 

season puff piece said.
ªThe News wishes you a

Happy Christmas. 
ªTop End pioneer Mrs

Nellie Flynn has also sent a 
Christmas message.

ªShe wants everyone to
have a Merry Christmas 
and prosperous New Year ± 
and to stick to soft drink.º

As history was to prove,
soft drink was the last thing 
on the mind on a sizeable 
percentage of Darwin resi-
dents on December 24, 
1974.

The only mention of a 
threatening weather event 
in the last NT News pub-
lished before Tracy related 
to two massive bushfires 
west of the NSW town of 
Cobar.

Elsewhere, near the front
of the paper, there was a re-
port about British Prime 
Minister Edward Heath es-
caping an IRA bomb attack.

And in local news, there
was a picture story about 
eight new Department of 
Transport buses which had 
been driven from Adelaide 
and Sydney to begin service 
in Darwin.

But the News could 
hardly be blamed for its 
scant regard about Tracy. 

Even the Bureau of 
Meteorology-supplied 
weather forecast on the 
back page contained not a 
single clue to the fury that 
would be unleashed on Dar-
win .

Issued at midnight on 
December 23, the weather 
brief read: ª Darwin, oc-
casional showers, 30Cº.

NO
 sign of

Tracy 
The Christmas Eve edition of the NT News in 
1974 had a typical holiday-angled front page 
that sought to set a happy mood for the coming 
fun. Even the paper's official weather forecast 
gave no indication of what was to come.

Even the Bureau 
of Meteorology-
supplied 
weather 
forecast on the 
back page 
contained not a 
single clue to 
the fury that 
would be 
unleashed on 
Darwin.
Issued at 
midnight on 
December 23, 
the weather 
brief read: 
ªDarwin, 
occasional 
showers, 30Cº 

THE HERALD

First voice 
from the 
ruins
History suggests that ABC 
reporter Mike Hayes was 
the first voice to be heard 
by the rest of Australia 
from Darwin following 
Tracy.
On Christmas afternoon, 
soon after the first reports 
of Darwin's devastation, 
filtered through to the 
outside world reporter 
Bruce Gundy in Melbourne 
decided on pure 
speculation to ring the ABC 
newsroom in Darwin.
He was surprised to even 
get a ringtone and even 
more surprised when 
reporter Mike Hayes 
answered the phone from 
the shattered surrounds of 
the ABC newsroom in 
Darwin.
Hayes told Gundy about 
the human side of the 
story as well as the 
cyclone's psychological 
impact on the people of 
Darwin.

NT NEWS FRONT PAGE 
24TH DECEMBER
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WHEN Darwin man Douglas Graetz 
arrived on the tiny Greek island of 
Patmos in 1976 he was confronted 
by an unexpected reminder of his 
cyclone damaged hometown.

Douglas and his sister Helen had
opted for homestay accommoda-
tion while visiting Patmos, an island 
at the northern end of the Dodec-
anese complex. 

Amazingly, sitting among the 
family pictures on a shelf was a face 
Douglas recognised instantly. 

It was a photograph of a man
named Nikolas, the son of the 
widow in whose house Douglas and 
Helen were guests.

Nikolas had been a waiter on 
the Greek passenger liner Patris, 
which spent nine months moored 
in Darwin Harbour.

It provided floating accommo-
dation for residents following Cyc-
lone Tracy.

Douglas was forced to live on
the Patris after the Graetz family's 

Patris 
a home on the water 

 Picture: Northern Territory Library

home in Fannie Bay was devastated 
by Tracy. When Douglas asked 
about Nikolas he was told he was 
still working on passenger liners.

ªHe was a lovely guy, really 
friendly,º Douglas said.

However, his memories of the
Patris are not all as positive.

ªIt got really rough,º Douglas re-
members.

ªThe bars were full all the time.
ªSome of these guys would 

crack a can at breakfast.º
Douglas shared a cabin with 

three other men.
Two were workers engaged in

post-cyclone reconstruction work.
While he still has memories of

the rowdy and frequently intoxicat-
ed young workers on board, Doug-
las said the food and service on 
board the liner from the Chandris 
fleet were first class.

ªThe food was great.
ªAnd they waited on you hand

and foot.º

His visit to a tiny Greek island brought memories 
flooding back for a man who lived afloat in 
Darwin harbour as the city recovered 
from the disaster of Cyclone Tracy

DAILY TELEGRAPH

THE AUSTRALIAN

THE SUN



Proudly rising up
from the ashes

On September 9, 1839,
Lieutenant John Lort
Stokes rowed from a brig
called the Beagle and

clambered up a cliff.
He stepped over talc embedded

in quartz and fine sandstone; the 
kind of rock, he mused, that would 
have been of interest to his old 
naturalist friend and former ship-
mate, Charles.

Cursing the swarms of mos-
quitoes and sandflies and wary of 
ªalligatorsº, Stokes looked from his 
Talc Head perch across a harbour 
he named Port Darwin (in honour 
of Charles) to a distant flat that 
would later bear witness to two of 
Australia's most significant trage-
dies.

One of those would come in the
form of 188 Japanese fighter 
planes, the other in winds called 
Tracy.

By 2014 the settlement on that
land, which began in earnest 30 
years after Stokes first climbed Talc 
Head, would have also played host 
to royalty, a US president, and be 
touted as Australia's gateway to 
emerging eastern superpowers; the 
physical launch pad of Australia's 
strides ± and in the eye line of 
America's ªpivotº ± towards Asia.

Despite Stokes' many other mis-
sions, the Top End was never far 
from his mind.

Historian Alan Powel wrote in
the early 1980s that Stokes saw the 
land as a future second England 
with tapering spires from the many 
Christian hamlets breaking the flat 
horizon.

While visionary, perhaps border-
ing on lunacy to those familiar with 
the Top End's heat and croc-infest-
ed waters, Northern Australia and 
its centrepiece Darwin was to be-

come something else entirely.
The bombing of 1942-3 and the

cyclone of 1974 have in no small 
way fed into what that something 
is, says Chief Minister Adam Giles, 
just a baby in the Blue Mountains of
NSW when Tracy arrived on Christ-
mas Eve.

ªThose harsh times are what 
builds a team; it's what builds a 
town and it's what built the Terri-
tory,º he says.

ªTough times are what builds a
culture and the Territory has had 
two significant tough times. 

ªI don't know if that's happened
in other jurisdictions; there's been 
times with The Depression and re-
cessions and those sort of things, 
but here we've had two life-chang-
ing events ... that's why the Terri-
tory's strong, I fundamentally 
believe that.º

By 1872, Darwin had been con-

nected by an overland telegraph 
line from Adelaide and linked inter-
nationally. 

Two years later payable gold 
was found near Pine Creek, mark-
ing the beginning of Chinese immi-
gration to the Territory, and by the 
1880s the harbour was exporting 
cattle to Asia.

Mining and cattle industries are
still king today Ð the former now in 
the shape of natural gas, manga-
nese and iron ore. 

Giles says the prosperity of Dar-
win relies on not only strengthen-
ing these industries, but protecting 
its economy against their necessary 
booms and busts through second-
ary industries: tourism, seafood, 
vegetables, education and banking 
and finance to name a few.

ªAt the moment we're in a peri-
od of boom with the Inpex project. 
The trick is to remove the bust, or 

flatten it as much as possible, 
which is not easy,º he says. ªIt's one 
of the challenges we've got (but) I 
think Darwin is close to the point 
where its industry can become di-
versified enough so different indus-
tries can share the load. 

ªYou don't just want to rely on
one project.º

The Chief Minister says tourism
is heading in the right direction, but 
more needs to be done to attract 
greater numbers of international 
students to Charles Darwin Univer-
sity, like southern universities have 
done so successfully.

Banking and finance, he says, is
also lagging at about 2.5 per cent of 
gross state product compared to 
about 10 per cent in other jurisdic-
tions.

Then there is Asia and its ex-
panding influence underpinning 
soon-to-be released white papers 
on defence and developing North-
ern Australia.

ªWe've had a few (Asian en-
gagement) drafts and I haven't 
been happy with them so I've 
thrown them back,º Giles says.

In its long history Darwin has endured two disastrous blows that have left 
their mark in the city's DNA and helped to shape the modern metropolis that 
so many Top Enders are now proud to call home ± and with Asia on our very 
doorstep the future looks likely to bring even greater prosperity to our shores.
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ªEveryone says `let's go to 
China'. China's very important, but 
you've got to think about how that 
works ... Do you pick a province? 
Which province do you pick? Do 
you go to one that's already got 
competitiveness from Victoria, 
Western Australia and NSW? 

ªDo you find one that's the right
flying distance, say in a five-hour 
zone for a 737? You've got to think 
how some of that stuff works. 

ªThen you've got Indonesia, 
with 253 million people. Do you go 
to Jakarta or do you go to Eastern 
Indonesia? 

ªThe building blocks are there,
the framework's not. Why it wasn't 
done 20 years ago, I don't know. As 
soon as it starts it will take off but 
we're taking our time getting it 
right.º

In ªfive or six yearsº, he says, 
neon signs reading ªInpexº or ªSan-
tosº will adorn Darwin's CBD build-
ings.

It will be a world far removed
from that in which his council 
counterpart, Darwin Lord Mayor 
Katrina Fong Lim, was raised.

She was 13 and with her im-
mediate family on holidays in Syd-
ney when Cyclone Tracy arrived.

Their home on East Point Rd 
was razed to the floorboards. Next 
door, her uncle Arthur was crushed 
to death by a freezer.

She remembers a pre-Tracy city
where supermarket aisles were 
wide so shoppers could stop and 
chat, where no one locked the 
doors, where it could take 30 min-
utes to walk through the mall be-
cause everyone wanted to talk, and 
where there was no such thing as 
stranger danger Ð kids ªknew who 
all the bad people wereº.

Darwin is a different city now,
particularly in post-cyclone con-
structed form, which she describes 
as ªabsolutely awesome and a very 
good ideaº.

ªIt does mean things are little
more expensive to build up here, 
but wouldn't you rather build 
something that can withstand the 
winds than throwaway buildings?º 

Fong Lim says.
Socially, her city has also 

changed, but not necessarily be-
cause of Tracy.

ªI think it's actually a symptom
of social media and the fast pace 
people have to learn at Ðthe stress 
of living in this modern world,º she 
says.

ªThe 24-hour news cycle is now
the 15-minute news cycle with 
tweets and the like. 

ªThose sort of things impact on
everyone's lives so I think we need 
to try and ensure as a community 
we remain connected. It's one of 
the building blocks for a resilient 
community.º

Notwithstanding her sentimen-
tal yearnings, she is excited by Dar-
win and its future. 

She too points to opportunities
in Asia, council's planned bike paths
and even a light rail connecting the 
CBD with the northern suburbs.

Both leaders talk of urban den-
sification.

ªIn forty years you'll see a much
larger, populated Northern Austra-
lia,º Giles says. ªWe will want to 
focus on urbanisation and densifi-
cation in the capital city rather than 
urban sprawl.

ª(But) the challenge for Darwin
will be does it remain the supply 
centre that is servicing the mining 
industry and gas industry, cattle 
and horticulture, or does it industri-
alise itself as a city ... that will be 
the changing dynamics of the Terri-
tory and Darwin. 

ªHow much does Darwin be-
come its own economy with its 
own industries, rather than servic-
ing industries.º

It is a long way from the flat of
land in the far distance from Talc 
Head in 1839. 

ªPerhaps it is just as well that
Stokes never saw North Australia 
again after 1842,º Alan Powel 
wrote.

ªI doubt, even if he were able to
see it now, whether he would rec-
ognise his `Christian hamlets'.º
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THE PROSPERITY 
OF DARWIN 
RELIES ON NOT 
ONLY 
STRENGTHENING 
THE MINING AND 
CATTLE 
INDUSTRIES, BUT 
PROTECTING ITS 
ECONOMY 
AGAINST THEIR 
NECESSARY 
BOOMS AND 
BUSTS THROUGH 
SECONDARY 
INDUSTRIES: 
TOURISM, 
SEAFOOD, 
VEGETABLES, 
EDUCATION AND 
BANKING AND 
FINANCE TO NAME 
A FEW.

DARWIN LORD 
MAYOR KATRINA 
FONG LIM

CHIEF MINISTER 
ADAM GILES



38 LIFESTYLE SATURDAY NOVEMBER 29 2014

NTNE01Z01FB - V1

��
���������	
����

���������	
��



SATURDAY NOVEMBER 29 2014 LIFESTYLE39

V1 - NTNE01Z01FB



����������� ������������������������
����������������������������
������������

��
���������	���������������

�����
�����������������	��������
�
������

�������
��������
������

������
� ���� ����� �
��������������������


����
������� ����������������������

NTNE01Z01FB - V1


	NTN29NOV14PG1001-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1002-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1003-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1004-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1005-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1006-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1007-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1008-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1009-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1010-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1011-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1012-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1013-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1014-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1015-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1016-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1017-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1018-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1019-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1020-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1021-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1022-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1023-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1024-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1025-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1026-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1027-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1028-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1029-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1030-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1031-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1032-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1033-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1034-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1035-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1036-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1037-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1038-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB
	NTN29NOV14PG1039-FEB-COLOUR-FEATUREB

