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CYCLONES

AWA OFLIFE NTHE

COASTALNORTH

G ZIP/"triesJRi ei'
Christme Bree,

.

T o0icalcyclonesfomiover the waters tortie norrlT of
Australia .Tact\cally eve year mainly dtiring th.

onthsfrom ovumbertoA. incyclonesdono often
fo" withineightdegr. esoflatitudeofea atorbecaLs-
of the eeoforacoriolisfor e a oreeduetotheearth's

rotatio which caLises air to rotate around pressure
Gen es)larger than a certain t in value to ittitiate

the ' c Iation. Tracywasan ' terestin: phenomenon
intrtis rega d intriat it formed earthe LISual northem

t and becam- a fu yinature storm after ,velling
a few ,egrees southward. Th. pre err. don

geographi al areas fo the fomnation of cy lones are
detemnineo by the re@u' ement or suffi 'ently large
ea areas with a water tern, erature near 30+C. The

ternoera ITeofthemoistairnearth. surfacemustbeso

high that it Ginains warm. r than the SLrrounding
aimosphe ewhenlifted probeightso atleast12kin
These conditions o cur in the summer onths most

frequentL overthe Coral Sea an Timor Sea, and the'
vast majority of opiealcy ones ' the Australian
regionaffeetth. areasofftheQueensland oastandthe
nonti oastofWestemAtistrulia. oweveralessfreotent

butstill sigriificant breeding g guno is also to be fot rid
intrieAra ITaSeabetweenT' Q andWest 'an. It was

in this area that Tracy fomned, 700 km oulieast of
Darwin on 20 December 1974

P&P94/050-500

G
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COMPARISONS WITH lv^IA OR
CYC O SINTHEPAST

Over the past 25 years at least 22 cyc one have een
recognised ashavingoriginatedintheArafuraSeaarea

OS of these cyclones either moved west-southwest
th otightheTimorSeaorsoutheastwardsinto e Gulf
o Carpentaria and had Iittl elfe t on the Northe

erritorycoast. But occasionally, asirithecaseofTracy
a more sontherly track wasfollowed.

b toT acy and since records were kept, at easts'
tropical ycones ave severely affecte Darwin
brimitinities.

1839
The early settlement of Port Essington on the
CoboLrgPeninsLlawasw ekedb a'hurricane'

7 November. Buildings and boats were
destroyed S Pelon, swas driven ashore

on

1878
From 1420JanLia errificstonnsandhurricane
squalls revailed over an are extending from
the coas to 560 km inland. uring the niglTt of
14 January every building in Da in called
Palmerston null911 wasdamagedandseveral
tota Iy destroyed.

1881

On 16-17Januaryheavygales did co siderable
damag . Many btildings omp etely
destroyed, and every house was ino e or less
damaged.

897
On6--71anuary arum was almostcoin letely

stroye by a 'd's strois hurricane
accomparitedb herimenally eawrairifaU'.
twasesthnate tha triedamagedoneex eeded
oneliundedandfiftythousandpoun .Twen
eightpe0 10s"their ives-150n ewate an
3 on shor

2

I 17
On A r' arumwas isite y a 'hurricane'

hich'hadnoe Liarsin e at0 897. indsof

110 kiri/h blew mainly from the SOLith and

southeast. u'chigsweredamage an afishing
junkwas r eke andits ewofsevendrowned

1937
Ase ere o0ialcy o e ,tnngttie or sof
darkness of O- I arh caused ainage

esthnat. da fifty thousandpoundsan the deaths
o five peoole - one in Da , in ano foL o

elvitle Island. A peak gust of 60 kiri/Il from
th. nomT-no west was recorde. at Darwin

airport 'ustbe ore 1.30 am on LI March

Tom an acco nts, the stonn of 897 , as the most

intense cyclone to affectlDarw'n prior to Tmc . It I
inte esting to ote that this cyclone Tit Darwin at the
same time of day as T acy.

o eruTerrtto?JIT' es@,?, GPzett,

2 Jan Iary 1897

e storm which b oke overthe city [Darwin]
earlyo ', eonesdaythe6til ' st. cullrtinat. d in
one of the OSt estructiv~ cylones ever
re orded. From atomystitfb owabout8 Dinthe

ere

ALTiDN t, CEACiiiN MUSEUM & ART GALLERY OF THE NORTHERN TERRITORY

,

*.',;e. ./,,.;:

3



win gr, Lially ' 'Gas dtohthincaneforceby
1.30 or nidnigh , and froin then 0 , '11near y

5 0c oc it r ged WILT ternf'c fLiry
A Qin a ying the wind was a down ou o
rain SLi h as ven our o ICa re o ds hav

n_VG G LlallGd

SII, 11/7 Siree D, litii'!!

C7iJ'I'S 111Ci. * 19

SidleLJ7, Jul'! q/'/h No, TheIT7
Telv'1101 (SIN'

P 009 010.

SIa/CLIb, wJ'I one0!10/1

e armletit of Seience, BIWec, , o Meteorology
- Re!)0 . 0 C^1607? Tnc , December 1974.
Cz n errai 19 7.

TITe cy '10 e I'eacllec its Tighest itcllbetweeri
30an .30 ancl' that IT@Lrit asiin OSsible

or' Liman bein s to stan er t againstit. The
CTaslT 0 11th^ings and artle of ironan timber
falling about omb' e with the blinding rain
anc roaring o th tempes , was an ex erierice
WITi hthose ho Lindeiwen it willneve forget
tortTe' <1ying laysti^origlybuittlTotsescoU se
11 houses of cards; roofs blew bodily away
IaiTT anc telegra I p stswereben ortomtip;
iimT}ense beams of timber were hurled away

e ITaff;^eeswe IP o0ted;minanyins ances
large houses wer lite bodil fon
foundations and d POSited ten and twelve at
awa ;an mshoitthe 'ghtwasoneo terrifying
destiTICti ene s Tat nadeth stoutest heartqLiail

owltwasthat tnclredswere otkiUedoutriglTt
ISO eoftliose'ns rLitableinysteries lit ill

_verbe e p amed

WHATE^FFENED

Cy lone Tracy began as a wea trop'callow ' the
draftira Sea some 600 kin ortheast of Darwin on

20 December 1974. Satellite photograpli on themoning
of 210ecembershowe themtensify, ingw athersystem
to . moving slowly so thwestwards, and a trooical

cyclonealertwasissuedbythe DarwinCydoneWarning
Centreat4 pm. CentralSt ridardTime(CS )advising of
the possibility of a tropical cyclone developir!:. By
evening infra re@ satelite pho ographs showed the
disttirbance lTad .evelo .e" the characteristicspiralcloud
bands of a tropical cy lone. The growing storin , as
namedTracyat Opm CST2T December.

With eontintious monitoring byDa , in weather radar,
the eyewasfirstdetectedaroundinid-day22 December,
and by 3.30 pin. was clearly defined ocate. just over
200 kin northof Da , in. Throughotit 23 Deeember e
cydone moved slowly southwest an, by 9 am on
2 December was 10eated near the southwest tip of
Bathurstlsland. Froi the ontinuousraoarobserva 'ons,
11thenbecameapparentthatTracywasehangingcotirse
firsttosoutherlyandthentoeast-south-easterly, dire tly
toward to Darwin. . too priority FlashCyGloneWarn. ing
was issued all2.30 pin. CS 24 December, advising of
Tracy's expected landfall early on Chrisnnas morning
with very destructive winds in the Da , in area

These destrLictivewinds co encedinthe early ITours
of2 December, with the a' .o anemometerrecording
windsfro the no ern qLiadran of lookin/h, with
gustst0 195 rim. The anemometer was damaged after
recording agustof217kin/ha .05am. The eyepassed
directly over the airport around 4 am CST TITe lowest
pressure measureo in the eye was 9 0 inb. With tlTe

err
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passageoftheeye, windsfromthewestandsoti wes
may lav beenstrongertlTanthoseex, eriencedbefore
the eye. Engineeidng esfunates ba ed on stoicttira
damag SLiggesttllatguss u to 263 krill may ave
beenexperienced. Verystrongwin s(over 00kin/h
a pear to have persiste Linti17 am.

er assingth. otighDaiwinTracyweakened apidly
ancl in ve slowly east-south- ast across SOLithem
A1'nhemLan an intotheGti count of Queensland

The 11nc& ,I' C' 61n, I, litre:y
litiiiiIw, /ci, PONT^tills

fillies CS7?

11vi, ,I Dey, ,1171/1eii! 11 Soleirce.
Bill, ,1/1, !/'Mere0, o11, , .

CYCLONETRAC*;

let1?11icti/ key, o11 14
97

Figiiit, collJleh:I, q/'Ih ,
Billv, Jilt!/' e1, o1,108y
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WHAT ,rRACY VAS l, I'KF

The descriptions ofCy one Tracy provide an insight
into the a re of the disaster

There , asa orrib ehig -pitGhe s c ' gnoise
allrouno th. house rom the wind pressure
against the windows and the noise of loose
debris being bowled along e road.
uncannyandfrighteningthanthatwasasudden
btrstingsotindfromthe other endofthe house
anothen everything seamedtolTapoenatonce
The radiowento ,thenghtswentott the wind
became Lnbelievably stronger and there was
rain, thunder and lightrting

Above the noise of the tomi, flying debris and
breaking trees came a great ending noise of
craekingwood, rea ing an straining andthe
whole .lace , as shaking. Aswe gottinder the
bed there , as one , eat eav. -sudde y we
ouldseetheskyandfeelttie am. OUTroofwas

gone!

Kevin Murphy, BigB!o10 Ll)North, p. 57.

Be a Ise the Cy lone came on Christtnas Ev. many
Daiwin citizenswere Dartying andenjoyingthe estiv'

acarelessdis egard o the weather. Long-
fune resinerit, jotirnalis andDaiwincoinmentator, Jim
gownitch describeo his experienc. s

wasprettysloshedwhenTra ywas oving 'n
on Darwin because with some 1000's of other

OGOple in Darwin I , as celebrating a nomial
DarwinXmasEvepartywhicharep ettyboozey
At the party I a@ listened othe warnings aDOLit
Tmcyapproachingandlikemostother OGOolel
'gnored them as we had often ITadwaritings of

""

co.
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this narure over the years an nothing had
happened. Natl ememberbeingwokenbymy
wit aboutintdriight andstiUdi tbelieve that
anytfling was happening, and feeting pretty ill.
However it did Gome elear b tl'in riotsure that

itI dramao our houseisofmuchinteres toyou
hiti di blowapartandldidin actgettrapped
between the floor of the Ilouse and the ceiimgs
and waris whe I whipped upstairs to try and
rescuethecat. After acoupleofhippiesfromover
the roadha_ helped me Litfrom the reckage
nextmonxingwedecidedtogoandseewhathad
happened to the town
Final Re!)o oftb Damni?z Dts, zster lye!1237e
CO2mct, p. 126.

When the extent of the catastrophe was realised early
on Clitistoias morning, the senior meteorologist on
dtity in the bureau's egional Forecasting Centre '

BAY

1.1"

DAiih'GE

IIJtd!I O

~

CSIRO viii. "

....-.

, . , re us ""...,.,

e Il, i QiniedtheNattiralDiastersOrganisa 'ondu
officer. Peop e we e appalled hen they 'ealised the
extent of the disaster. TITe Prune Mirxister, Edward

Go g Whirlam wasoverseasatthetimeofth tragedy
On 26 December he sent a message to the peo re of
Darwin

am oninedbytheappaUinglossoflifea the
destrt tion that ha e befane Dai\\, on

Chiistinasday. he onlycityonAustraliansoilto
suffer extensive damage from enemy ac 'on in
wartsnowth. sceneofoneofourworstna ra

.Ias ers. I am xi toti h , 'th TTLy 1stGrS ano

offiials concerning Taie measu es an@ ITave
directed that nothing be spared to bring aid to

e110 -lessano ami t-d. a. 111resour eso

I, '.

SVC, .in

Wooke", d

I, ,'.

8 a 4^ ACTION & REACTION .
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Te new disaster relief organisatio whi h the
government establis, .e this year win b at th
disposal of the local atIthorities and peopl of
Dai\\, in. o no hesitate o re nest whatever

assist n e Inay be ed d. On bella of the
governmen I pledge a d termine and
unreinittinge o torebLiit your ityand eliev
suffering. Pleasecon e tortitepeopleofDarwin
myow profoLinclsen o s o katthisgrievous

Iriseasonal calainity, and my ea 61t
personalsym athy to a the victims

amagee innatesinnge b byeen$500-$ ,000 10n

Iwas A Is 'alia s worst natLiral disaster to Tat ate

IVJ, CACig,
Chi'SII""sD!y oil

G/, 11/1 Cb/, Coneoii'o11

an

AFTERTRACY

y dawn ai\\, in was v' Ianydestroyed an_ most of
the populatio of 48000madehomelessbythehighes
winds ve ecodedonthe stralia mainland. OSt

of the ity's houses were amaged many beyo d
repair, and otium InICationswerecttoff, ow mes
destroye andwaterandsewerag services LitoLi of
a Lion.

.

ACTION & REACTiOi

A 5.30 a on Chiisinlas Day the Na alD'sast r
erthO ganisation Is parent body ho e

Canberrathatthe a in earlTe treauha goneof
the a' in the rinddle of a severe cyclone. The first
official of the extent of e es IeUon as

r ceived Canberra at a orb rindday when it was
epo editiatatleas 12 Go elTa eonkiU and

damagewassever .MajorGeneralAllanStretton, the
ead of the rece tly-established a ral isastes

^

,.
\

,

or

Da i 1161i 'binO',
00kerBii!'! in in Ibe

Xig, 01/17d

0028{0005S

Slate L 'b, ary Coneon'o1
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Ofoganisation, ft wintoDarwin nChiisttnashigh .\;girti
the city dedared a disaster area, he was appointed '
coinplet comman of reliefoperationsbyA ingPntne
Minister Dr Cairns at 8. 5 in

\
\\
\\

1710a, !t, ?g roofing
male, 'I'dIs WillIlel/I

pH002do

ale Ib, ary onec!10

.

which the epartrnent o oLsing and ConstrLiction
o tame from the Prospeet Co n Counciland two
senxitrailerloads of cables an other electrical gearfrom

the Sy ey Council. Fourto e of canned o0d w s
made available by Coriumonwealrl Hostelsfor disp t h
to Darwin. Co onwealth OStels so organised

supplies of so goods meIuchrig sheets, p' o sri s,
towelsan blankets

On 26 December e Minister or Housing and

r es Johnso , despatched hugeConstrtition

consigrrrnentsofurgentlyreqLiir dbuitdirigan electric
in renals to Darwin in HMA . Mebourne. The

consigrunent include. 13 truckloads of materials o
damaged buildings incl ding two truckoads of
galvanised ' on, and loads of PI o0d, sisal malthoid,
funber, glass, ajis, , aterpjpe an other materials. I
also in Iuded two truckloaos of ele incal mate 'als

9.9

I'

@

.

,4^

,

ACTID &REACTION

animne 'at decisionwas a etoeva uate aru

with the a' of redtcmg the population to about 0 000
as soon as possibe. Ove e next fve ays aimos
26,000 GOP were amiftedfrom to southarw

co itals by Royal A srialian an Us. Air orce a' at
and 6011uner 'al airhiies, an a further 10000 left y
road. Roadbl ks ere established to reco those

lean' g the area petrol ot chers were issued and entry

*
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el. Meanwlxilewas restrite to essential perso

urgently eededme 'calan reliefsLipplieswer itshe
o the evastaed ity, onanons and essage of
sy pathy be an potting in fro allove th worl,
a eightshipsofthe oyalALstralianNavysetsailfor

aiw n

Th massive lean-IPPro: , ribeganastheemergency
evacuation ended, w'th the am aims of elimn ting
health hazards and es ab ishing the groundwork or
hugerebtiitdingano ehabihtations emes. Bun ozers
beganclearingthestreetsan the icywassprayedwirlT
insectiide to preventthe spread o disea e. earns of
soldiers and civ'ia voluntee s went from ouse to

house to remove rotting foo Torn chigerators and
freezers, and premises were disirifected ith han -
heldsprays. By ew earsDayfourNavyships- S

elbowrne, Shi, , , Srisbc, ?IrandF!inct, 73-hao arrive
in Darwin and Onerat'on Naw elp Darwin began
With arou d10,000 .riashoreea hdayth. lean-LID
o0eration Ino ed into Illswing. R Ibble was eleared
from omes, valuables Tetr'eved and catalogLied for
in er daimants, and emergency r'pairwork Degun.

On 300ecemberroheFederal overrunen anno\I ced

that t would establish a statutory authority, to be
known as the Da , in 'econstiTICtio Comumssion, to

o1a , co-ordinate a dunde ake the enonnoustask o
reb ul, ing the city. Its fun amental o, 'ective was to
en ore that the populatio o Darwin was adeq ately
housed a provide, wi fill coriumunityservi esas
soo asreasonablyan economicalIyposs'ble. e
tintnediateem. hasiswasonem. r:ency Tousing; T 200
caravans a d 480 demoLntab e houses were o dered

for anocation to the home ess. he liner P, , as

hateredandmoored ' Da , in amboutano Inin

November I 75, prov'd. , aecoinmo ation orLp to
900 ,GOPleatathne. rim3. I Decembe ,w enGenera
Str. tton reinrned o anbetta Da , in was v' Ially
und. rinarbia on o1. Local andinterstate Donce were

on constantoatio oprevent epossibitityof o0ting
of abandoned preJntses and to destroy numbers of

Glen, r Gol, it Ib , baib

41/1c, '!b ' Cyclone
G1, ,71 C I, Conecii'o
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stray anCISta v' g clogs whi roam d the streets.

acy 4,000 p op e attended a freeT ow eksa e

eon e tlec by ToG singer obony O KGefe at Darwin
igl IT of and the onowng night Rolf Harris

p rfo^me IatGarlensAmphitheatre. A th same time
the in, 10fficiti dea T o11was se a 49 in Iuding 13
inilclren IndertlT ageof12 w' afLi er 61ntssing

at sea (un oofirmed reports suggest that the deatlltoll
na ITav been higher than TITis

1,111 11,111se

Oc'/,, bc, I' I 71

w, 1,111ire I 75

G'/C'11/1 dye Coll '61/01i

EMERGENCYSERVICES

e orthern eriiito E. I erge cy eiv e was

establishe LindertheDi as e's e <198 as an o tlTe
No helmCounter' Disaste Organisa 'on win

Ten'itory. hese otinter 'saste alitangeinents Tave
been arg Iyc_veope fro the ex er'en e Cy one
Ta y an th Orgarxisab ovi es n ca

to dealing win oth atL Ian Ina - a eap oa

disastessuch as y ones sto s rges o0ds oil
spins, chemi a ea age, x 10sio s dsoon

eEi eigency orv'CGITas e Inajor tin tions
relation o Go Intentig SLi T ctisaste s

. is es onsibe o 'odti' gcotnter-disaster
p ans

. a es organisations, eqtii merit and
e event o a Glisas e , andInaripOWG

Tovidesth ountr-disaste conmlurn ti. on

systeman o e inional a thesthro ghoLit
the emitory

VOILnteer lulls O assisdins a G Llip

w'tier ocaleot rer-disaste a angements

o-or

ACTION & REACTION
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Hiistorians of the ture will no doub regard Cyclone
Tra y as a major watershe in Territory history. The
cyclone had a profoLnd effect on the archit tore
town planning, social and e oriontic development of
the town

Wrtithe exception of the Abortgina peo re of the
region, traditionally Darwinhasbee populate largely
,y people who ome from elsew ere who call
somewhere else home. Administered first by South
Australia andthen by the Coriumonwealth, the Northern
Territorybecamema' andA sharia's colonialo tpost',
populated by public servants, short-term contract

, others and 'so diers qffortune'.
Darwin s, jety , as chainct. rised by transienee an
impennanence. anycametomake an h pefull to
s, ve moneybefore returning south whie otherssaw
Da , mas arefugefrom so jetyo the law. Fourtimes
in its brief history the settlement was to be virtually
destroyed by yclonesano theravagesofwar, or ith
tiledevastationofCycone racycameathneofnational
de ision- ore, undthe cityor o abandononce again
AUS ,'asmainnoxhemsettlement. The econstructio

of Darwin eaffimed a cornimttnentto populate the
continen 's north, a coriumittnent manifest in odem

. Daiwin.

For some, who see an endto the more casual way of
life, the changes in the 'tyscape are to be regretted.
Daiwin has sometimes been called unkindly, the
Canberra of the north. Others se- a city of the itu e,
where lush garde s, civic planning, good public
amenities and urn-cu ruralism, provide a ble d of
ingre, ients no found in cities elsewhere in Australia.

a9

8 O C#--@ 449 ACTION & REACTION

,

.:,*,,>*"\.., ,, \,

MUSEUM & ART GALLERY OF THE NORTHERN TERRITORY

. ,

,

,

I?',;.

a . ,

,

.

9



Certainly the estivalsand Limita activitieshav tnnved
initienew arum. I a attonal inlatewhich o0ksto

hasesta lislT it elf within the Asia ontext arw

eased to be a long way away

oday80,00 peopelivein a in. h p ysicalscars
of C lone racy have all but disap eared but for
in, y the memories einain. There is ino srigle
ino tinTentwhiehrememberstlTisgreatnatLralcalamity.
heci of arumitself w OSep esent hata terand

s letslastingtesttinonytothe hangeswroughtbythe
disaster, forIris Te Ineruorialfor Cyc one Tracy

SELECT BIBIJtOGRA. PmZ

her were many books am Ies, 'deos an
terns prodLiCG a ott CydOne racy Ge are S InG

o theree oncesfroinwlTi theiritorinatio onrain

in qi 1072 o A ? Rea ' b wascompile
WITi T could inTer I' a ling

20

Cole w _ w Sony'9

daide 'g y, 977
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