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CHRONOLOGY
AND TRACK OF CYCLONE

Tracy struck Darwin early on Christmas morning 1974, causing the deaths of 49 people and
damage estimated at hundreds of millions of dollars. Another 16 people were posted as missing
at sea. By global standards the cyclone was a very small but intense storm, the diameter of gale force
winds being only about 100 km - in contrast to some north Pacific typhoons, which have had
corresponding diameters of 1500 km (Dunn and Miller 1964). Its central pressure of 950 hPa was close to
the mean value observed in other tropical cyclones but because of its small size the peak pressure gradient

Y ¢ was unusually high, at about 5.5 mb/km.
The passage of Tracy over Darwin resulted in a recorded surface wind speed of 217 km/h, which has been exceeded
in Australia only by extreme gusts at Onslow, WA, c(}f 2?2 krr"l'ﬂ-i' c_)n) 7 February 1963 and 246 km/h on 19 February 1975
. . . o cyclone Trixie). : .
The following sequence of significant events occurred during the life cycle of Cyclone Tracy:
20 December Precursor low which subsequently became Cyclone Tracy developed near 8°S 135°E.

21 December Satellite photographs received during the morning showed precursor Iowj-mogir&g slowly southwestwards. 4.00
pm The first tropical cyclone alert was issued, advising of the fosibilﬂy of tropical cyclone development. 9.30 pm Infrared
satellite photographs denoted that a tropical cyclone had formed. Tropical Cyclone Warning Centre at Darwin issued

AN a warning at 10 pm and named the cyclone Tracy.

22 December Satellite photographs, both in morning and evening, suggested rapid development and intensification of the
system. 10.30 am-1.30 pm Images from the Darwin radar show the first partial eye wall echoes. 3.30 pm Eye clearly defined on
radar with diameter of 37 km located about 200 km north of Darwin and moving slowly southwest.

23 December 7.30 am Eye diameter had shrunk to about 12 km (a strong indicator of intensification), with the centre just off
northern tip of Melville lsland, still moving southwest. 9.00 am Snake Bay on Melville Island reported mean winds of 65 km/h.
Heavy rain was falling over Bathurst and Melville Islands and the western tip of Cobourg Peninsula. 3.00 pm Mean winds at Snake
Bay increased to 75 km/h. Midnight Radar observations showed Tracy changed direction, now moving southward. Winds started
to strengthen at Bureau’s automatic weather station at Cape Fourcroy on Bathurst Is.

24 December 3.00 am Mean winds of 100 km/h recorded at Cape Fourcroy. 6.00-9.00 am Winds at Cape Fourcroy strengthened
further. Wind direction backed from NNE to NW and mean speeds reached 120 km/h as the cyclone rounded the southwest
corner of Bathurst Island and moved to within 20 km of the station. Noon Analysis of noon chart and radar observations
confirmed Tracy had again changed course and was now heading southwest towards Darwin. 12.30 pm Top priority Flash
(grclone Warning issued advising of Tracy's expected landfall early on Christmas morning.

25 December midnight to 1.00 am Wind i%usts stronger than 100 km/h commenced in Darwin. 1.00-3.00 am Numerous
reports of severe damage in and around Darwin received in the Bureau's TCWC: Communications with the mass media
were lost when both radio stations failed. 3.05 am Peak gust of 217 km/h recorded at Darwin Airport. 3.170 am The
anemometer recording system failed. 3.50 am 35-minute period of calm commenced at the airport. 4.00 am Radar at
Darwin Airport showed ege was overhead. Rainfall recorded at airport since midnight totalled 144.2 mm.
Atmospheric pressure reading in eye was 950 hPa corrected to mean sea level. 4.25 am Calm ended at airport.

Violent winds resumed from southwest. 4.30 am Radar tracking ceased. 6.00 am Tracy's centre located near

Howard Sprinés. 6.30 am Winds were abating in Darwin. 17.00 am The cyclone was weakening as it passed

the former CSIRO village at Middle Point. Midday After crossing Adelaide River, Tracy rapidly degenerated
into a rain depression, then moved slowly southeast across southern Arnhem Land into the Gulf
country of Queensland.
ical Cyclone Tracy, Darwin, 25 December 1974

Max. Recorded Wind Gust: 217 km/h  Speed of Movement: 8 km/h

Minimum Recorded Pressure: 950 hPa Radius of Eye: 6 km
Radius of Maximum Winds: 7 km Storm Surge: 1.6-4 metres

House Damage: 50-60% beyond repair
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Devastated suburb of Casuarina and Wagaman
-~ .. Photograph courtesy of Trevor Brennan
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P@eﬁard — Cyclone Tracy Aftermath courtesy of Peter Connolly
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BEFORE AND AFTER

Cyclone Tracy was the greatest natural disaster ever experienced in the recorded history of Australia. No community on the continent

has ever suffered so severely in such a short time as did Darwin.

Over 10,000 houses were partially or completely destroyed, all public utilities partially or permanently damaged, 45,000 people

rendered homeless.

A Qantas jumbo jet flew out with 654 people — a world record for a passenger load. This record was broken a few days later, when

a jumbo flew out with 694 people on board.
On 28 December over 8,200 were evacuated by air - the largest organised airlift in one day in the history of the nation.
Within six days 25,628 people were airlifted south - the biggest relief operation ever undertaken in the history of the nation.

By the end of December a total of 35,362 people had left the stricken city. On 6 January 1975 the official population of Darwin was
11,119 compared with 48,571 on 23 December 1974.

By the second anniversary of Cyclone Tracy, a total of 11,000 housing units had been built or repaired and community facilities

restored by government and private sectors, the total cost amounted to about $500 million.

This product has been approved by the Cyclone Tracy 20th Anniversary Committee
As part of the official 20th anniversary commemorations
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