My Cyclone Tracy Story - Christopher Skinner

My story (which is true) starts a couple of days before the Cyclone - on Monday December 23nd
1974. We had driven down to beyond Humpty Doo, as there were eight octas of cloud cover and
as a result, the temperature was a mild 28° Celsius. We, a couple of friends and |, were on the
hunt for "Blue Meanies", the so called "Magic Mushrooms" of the NT, which are Psilocybin
psilocybe, an Hallucinogenic Mushroom which is found on all continents throughout the world,
excepting Antarctica. Without eight octas of cloud the Mushrooms cannot survive the relentless
NT Sun, so there are only a few days “window of opportunity” when one can pick them and
they’ll be potent, exuding their characteristic blue dye, from the stems.

After sloshing around in the ankle deep water looking for Buffalo spoor where the Top End
version of this Psilocybin grow well and very large - up to 6" or 15 centimetres in diameter, we
managed to find several glad sandwich bags full. It was almost dark, despite being 3 pm in the
afternoon, we sloshed back to the roadway and took off back to Darwin and our rented house in
Hinkler Crescent. | cleaned the mushrooms, put them in the Fridge and set a few aside to make a
soup with, as | was off duty for the next few days. | went out into the garden and picked a bud
off my Sins Semilla plant and made up a smoke for us all. | think we listened to Neil Diamond’s
Hot August Night, later we ate the Mushroom Soup and “tripped” into the night, talking about
the Universe, meaning of life, religion and all that esoteric stuff. | remember reading “The
National Times” and getting into an article by Mungo McCallum, who still writes as a journalist,
today. The National Times was considered a bit left wing/socialist.

| went back to the Nurses Quarters later and did a bit of writing, eventually, at about 3 in the
morning the Mushies wore off and | came down from my hyper-aroused state and had a sleep.
The next day | was off duty but | was told that we were expecting a Cyclone which was named
Tracy, Selma had occurred about a week or so before but it fizzled into nothing, although the
cloud covered 8 octas of the sky for several days. People were a bit apathetic and dismissive of
the possibility of a cyclone, as we’d recently had a couple of “fizzers” that turned into nothing.
However, the Hospital Executive had the sense to tape windows with Duct Tape, put a screen up
in front of the Hospital entrance (to protect the glass entry doors) and remove as many potential
missiles as possible.

My friend Gordon and | had to go for a drive, to collect a couple of motors that had been
serviced for the boats we owned and rented as part of our little business “Sea Horse Boat Hire”
and to organise a 44 gallon drum of Petrol (Gasoline) for our boats’ fuel. We drove back to
Hinkler Crescent and got the boats ready, hooking up the motors, ready for the next lot of
customers, as it was Tuesday and we wanted to be ready for the weekend following Christmas
Day (Wednesday). People mainly hired the boats to go fishing in the Rivers which were starting
to flow quite well. We also had a family who used to regularly hire a boat to go and hunt
Dugong, they were from Thursday Island, originally. We also hired out boats to a Prawning
operation that used them as off-shore taxis. Once we had completed the preparations we
decided to head for home, this was about 7 pm and it was already becoming quite windy. We got
back to the Nurses Quarters (we had other tenants staying in the house), parked both the
vehicles and taped them up, to prevent too much water getting in and save the glass. | had an
Orange Kombi Van and Gordon had the Austin 1800. It started getting windier and windier -



eventually | stopped listening to the radio as it was getting a lot of background static and the
warnings etc were becoming a bit repetitive. We were moving around the Nurses’ Home making
sure everyone was OK and knew what to do to keep safe from flying glass and debris should that
eventuate. The wind became more obscene and while we were very well protected there was
evidence from talking to others on the phones (which still worked up until 1 am in the morning)
that already there were missiles flying around. At about 12:30 the wind had reached a perpetual
climax and just howled, like the old films such as “North to Alaska” used to portray. There were
some flashes of lightning and | was at the end of the building which had a commanding view
over Lambell House, the Enrolled Nurses were over there - | noticed that bits of the roof were
missing and | phoned them and told them, they were incredulous and didn’t believe me, so | got
Gordon, who was older and more mature than me, to give authority to what I'd told them, they
told us it was getting very wet, as they had louvres and the louvres were not waterproof, despite
having some duct tape on them. We lost phone contact thereafter and the wind started to
abate, relatively quickly. We already had been advised there might be an “eye” - the quiet lull as
the centre of the cyclone passed over. This last for 15 to 30 minutes, it was a little hard to be
accurate as, by now there was constant rain but when the wind hit, from the other side of the
building we actually felt the shock and | guess that is when many of the brick flats lost their top
storeys. The closest experience | could parallel it to is when one takes the tube train in London
and the noise and buffeting as one passes a tube train going in the opposite direction, it was that
sort of buffeting and there were all sorts of pings and scraping and noises from Dantes pit of hell,
| imagined, noises | have never heard since or before, metal on metal, metal on stone/brick,
wooden beams being tossed around like cabers by the wind and (as we saw next day) gouging
large holes in the ground. The electricity had failed, there was water everywhere and in the light
of the Dolphin Torches we had we found the water to be nearly two inches deep on the top floor,
with lesser amounts of water on the next three levels, weird. Some of the windows had broken
and that is how the water was getting in. We were re-assuring some of the younger Nurses,
some of whom were absolutely petrified and hysterical, experiencing that feeling that many did,
that they were going to die. Funnily, as | had been through a fairly traumatic hallucinogenic
experience a day or so beforehand | was strangely calm and while the noise was appalling, |
wasn’t particularlily frightened and didn’t feel overly threatened, the winds had been going now
from 6.30 pm with ever increasing strength until the eye and then hit again with such buffeting, |
thought “Well, if this building can survive that then surely we’ll survive. | actually thought we
were copping it worst because we were surrounded by the sea on 3 sides (Myilly Point, above
Cullen Bay and the Casino) and we had no protection from the elements and | imagined that
other parts of the town had fared better but how wrong | was. At 5 and then 6 o’clock
approached the winds were starting to ease, though the rain had increased and was fairly
pouring down but where it had been squally and blustering all over the place ( as evidenced
during lightning strikes) it was now falling straight down, albeit in torrents and we could hear the
thunder which had been camouflaged in all the other noise before. As it became lighter we
couldn’t believe what we were seeing, below us on the right was an house, the “Senior Sister’s
Quarters”, it looked like a dolls house with the roof off and inside, believe it or not, the curtains
were still hanging on their rails above the Kitchen sink, the whole roof of Lambell House facing
Lambell terrace was off, houses over the road such as the Magistrates House had completely
toppled off their piers. Having calmed the younger Nurses down, Gordon and | proceeded to the
Kombi Van with an extensive first aid kit we’d picked up from “Casualty” and took off to collect
any casualties, as we knew that the Ambulances would be flat out. As everyone, almost without
exception apart from the grossly inebriated, would remember, none of us had slept and we were
pumped up on adrenaline and survival juice, plus, in our case, copious cups of tea we’d boiled



overnight on the Gas stove, there being no electricity. We also found the water had run out,
although | had filled up several containers and an esky and we’d filled the 2 baths on each floor.
So we had water. We drove firstly out to Ludmilla, where we picked up a couple of young men,
one with a broken arm (fractured humerus) and another with a really bad gash to his head that
would need suturing. We couldn’t get past Ludmilla as the road at the overpass was flooded, so
after we returned and dropped those two off at Casualty (Now accident and emergency) we took
off up Stuart Highway to Berrimah Road/ McMillan’s Road, to see if we could assist there. One
place we got stopped and had to help lift a caravan off some people it had collapsed on, they
were shocked but not severely injured. We picked up a few more people and then returned to
the hospital again. By this time the front of the hospital was pandemonium, there were 300
maybe 400 people milling around, awaiting medical attention, the medical staff (including
nurses) were all very busy, cleaning and dressing wounds, giving prophylactic injections and
triaging patients /casualties according to their needs. We were fairly well organised, as we had
an emergency protocol for a Jumbo Jet Crash and there were 500 packs containing basic dressing
and first aid supplies, labels and a supply of cadaver bags plus we had ( some of us) already done
emergency drills as to what we would do in response to a Jet Crash, | had participated in the
drills as | was working in the ICU and was pretty au fait with my resuscitation and advanced life
saving skills at that time. Whilst there were a lot of casualties there were enough staff on hand,
so after we had reported to the |/C we were released from duty, so to speak. | was due on at
3.30in the afternoon in ICU anyway. We went and ate at the hospital cafeteria which had
miraculously survived and had its own generator/power supply, as did the major parts of the
hospital. The hospital engineer and plumber had rigged up a pump into the swimming pool so
we had water, although, due to the chlorine, it was not potable (drinkable) but it sufficed for
irrigation, washing instruments and the like.

All was not rosy, structurally, at the Hospital - while the hospital was, along with Darwin High
School, the MLC, the Travelodge and the T & G Building, composed of strong and well
constructed buildings, the back wall of the Medical, Surgical and Paediatric Wards (Wards 6, 7
and 8) had partially collapsed, rendering the fire exits inoperable (due to danger of further
collapse) and losing us 8 beds on each floor which reduced 32 bed wards to 24 beds. The older
wards such as Ward 9 built in 1915 were just smashed and everything was awash with water, the
ceilings were hanging down and the place was already “high” on the nose, Ward 1, the
Psychiatric and Geriatric Ward had fared slightly better, being protected by the 3 storey wing of
the hospital front administration, outpatients and casualty block, so its cavernous interior was
given over to bedding some of the less dependant casualties. The maternity unit had fared fairly
well although parts were waterlogged - in fact every where was waterlogged but mopping and
wiping out rendered most areas at least habitable. The main theatre had lost its roof. Operations
on injured people were already occuring in earnest and Mr. Mahajani (a surgeon at the time)
made us all laugh as he was removing splinters and grass from a casualty's abdomen and said in
his lilting accent “Oh, | don't like Gardening on Christmas Day” - it really picked us up, most of us
were tripping on Adrenaline and starting to get tired. By this stage | was picking up people from
theatre to take them to ICU which was also our recovery ward, at that time. After going home for
a sleep in my damp and hot room | awoke the next day, had a swim in the half full pool and went
over to Hinkler to inspect the damage. | went with my friend and we couldn't find the house to
begin with until we recognised the house next door, as there were no familiar reference points.
The house next door was still standing but had lots of scrapnel holes in the fibro — our (rented)
house was obliterated, a large (60 foot) Mango Tree had collapsed on top of it and | had a real
struggle getting to the Refrigerator, but, alas, it was too late — all the food and the mushrooms



had spoilt, my Marihauana plants were stripped and a (I swear) red eyed grasshopper was
hanging off one, having munched what was left. The boats were scattered around the yard and
in neighbour's houses. We had 6 boats but only 2 were intact, we'd lost a few motors and
someone had “looted” the 44 gallon drum of Petrol. We also nearly lost one taking it back to the
hospital for safe-keeping when the wind lifted it in the back of the Utitlity we had it in. However,
we were insured so thaat was good and th money from the Insurance plus the money we had
made helped us go on a 2 month tour of Europe 8 months later.

The old man in the house next door had got up to go to the toilet and a 6 x 4 Wooden Beam shot
through the door and the back of his chair just as he had left, | heard that others such as my
teacher/mentor and medical colleague Ella Stack had escaped similar fates, also Pat King of the
Red Cross just missed being hit by a projectile air-conditioner.

Around town we saw a Fridge embedded in the water tower near the Goyder Road MVR, out at
Nightcliff/Rapid Creek, near Crisp Street there was a Chevrolet Impala, 1963 model impaled in
the side of that water tower — at the Travel Lodge on the Esplanade, now “Two Trees” or “Seeing
Double Trees' or something like that there were three cars in the swimming pool and other pools
around town reportedly had cars in them. The centre of the city was pretty well trashed, the Star
was wrecked, Cashman's was in Dire Straits, the Victoria Hotel had lost its roof and the Town
Hall, Brown's Mart and the old courthouse and Police Station were severely damaged. The
Council Buildings and the Cavenagh had survived. The Travel Lodge had a hole in one wall. Also
the Police Station in Bennett Street both the Fibro one and the new skyscraper (as we called it
then) were severely damaged (where the older Paspaley Building in Bennet Street is now, next to
the Deck Bar and diagonally across from the Tourist Information Centre which was then the
Reserve Bank.

| had given up cigarette smoking some weeks before, being on a Health Kick (I had been doing 30
laps of the pool every morning) however, now | had no bush bud | went back to smoking. In
those days | hardly, if ever drank, partly as | had a motorbike and | didn't like the taste of alcohol
and it didn't do anything for me, except make me feel nauseated and dull. | could go on but that
will do for now. | just wanted to get this out there before it was too late.



