
Tropical Cyclone Wally 22/02/1976 to 27/02/1976 
 

(i) General 
 
"Wally" was the sixth cyclone of the season and the third to affect coastal areas of 
Western Australia. It formed just west of the Kimberley and then travelled in an arc 
slightly convergent to the northwest coast of Australia.  It had travelled polewards 
almost to latitude 30°5 before recrossing the coast and moving inland to dissipate. 
 

(ii) Development 
 
On 23 February a low pressure area moved westwards from the Kimberley region of 
Western Australia over the adjacent warm waters of the eastern Indian Ocean. The 
system subsequently deepened rapidly to tropical cyclone intensity; gale force winds 
were reported within 24 hours of its moving off the land. The cyclone reached its 
maximum development on 26 February and was still a moderately intense system when 
it recrossed the Western Australian coast near Geraldton and moved inland. Although 
strong winds were reported for several hours after landfall the cyclone rapidly 
dissipated. 
 
The general synoptic pattern prevailing while "Wally" was operating was a cell of high 
pressure in the Great Australian Bight separated from the semi-permanent southern 
Indian Ocean subtropical anticyclone by a trough of low pressure located near the west 
coast of Western Australia. The high pressure cell in the Bight gradually weakened and 
the low pressure trough moved inland with the cyclone. 
 
At maturity the first anticyclonically curved isobar outside the system was 1010 mb. 
 

(iii) Features of the Track (Fig. 6.1) 
 
"Wally" was active in the region for five days and in that period travelled a distance of 
about 2500 km. 
 
The track followed by the cyclone displays no unusual features. For the first 48 hours 
"Wally" moved in a westerly and then a westsouthwesterly direction. Gradually the 
trajectory became more southerly and on 
 
26 February the cyclone was moving almost due south. On 27 February the track tended 
more southeasterly and the cyclone moved inland after spending most of its lifetime 
travelling almost parallel to the Western Australian coast. 
 
Until 26 February the speed of movement of the cyclone was fairly constant at about 20 
km/h. As it moved past Carnarvon the cyclone began accelerating and when it crossed 
the coast was moving at about 40 km/h. 
 

(iv) Rainfall 
 
"Wally" spent the greater part of its lifetime over the sea mostly more than 150 km from 
the coast. Rainfall attributable directly to the cyclone therefore was not very significant. 
The highest 24 hour fall recorded was 22 mm at Kalbarri on 27 February. This was not 
really representative as most stations reported less than 10 mm. 



Some of the ship reports received indicate that heavy rain occurred nearer the cyclone 
centre. A selection of these reports is given in Table 6.1, where the weather is referred 
to in qualitative terms. 
 

(v) Winds and Related Damage 
 

Less than 24 hours after the low pressure system had moved off the Kimberley coast 
gale force winds were first reported. The oil rig tender "Lady Rachel" about 230 km 
northeast of Port Hedland and about 195 km south of the cyclone estimated the winds to 
be 35 kn (65 km/h) at 232200 GMT. 
 
Thereafter winds exceeding gale force were reported frequently until the cyclone moved 
inland.  The last ship report in which winds were estimated to exceed gale force was that 
of the "Robert Miller" at 261900 GMT. 
 
The maximum wind reported was 90 kn (167 km/h) experienced by the "Robert Miller" 
at 261700 GMT when the cyclone was about 35 km to the westsouthwest of the ship. 
 
A selection of the sixteen ship reports mentioning gale force winds is given in Table 6.1. 
 
Coastal areas also experienced winds exceeding gale force.  The earliest report from a 
land station was the aouthsoutheast wind of 83 km/h reported from Cape Lambert at 
242300 GMT. Localities such as Barrow Island, Shark Bay, Kalbarri, Northampton, 
Geraldton and Dongara experienced winds exceeding gale force. 
 
For about an hour beginning 270730 GMT a calm was experienced at Dongara as 
"Wally" moved inland directly over the township. 
 
Reports indicated that damage caused by the wind was minor. 
 

(vi) Seas, Swell, Storm Surges and Related Damage 
 
From the reported winds it was expected that rough seas and heavy swells would have 
been generated by cyclone "Wally".  Along the west coast abnormally high tides were 
reported from many centres with rough or very rough seas and northwesterly swells of 
two to four metres. 
 
Seas and swells reported by ships affected by "Wally" at no time exceeded moderate 
heights.  Some of the ship reports shown in Table 6.1 indicate the direction and height 
of the seas and swell experienced. 
 
Damage to prawning trawlers in the Shark Bay area was estimated at $150,000.  No 
other damage attributable to sea action was reported. 
 

(vii) Radar 
 
Parts of the cyclone were viewed by the weather radar at Broome and Port Hedland.  
Firstly Broome radar was able to distinguish spiral bands from 230245 GMT until 
240320 GMT, however only during the period 230520 GMT until 230825 GMT could a 
possible centre be established.  During this period the cyclone was in its early 



developmental stage but the positions determined using the radar correspond well with 
those deduced from synoptic evidence.   
 
Secondly from 231745 GMT until 241530 GMT bands of rain were visible on Port 
Hedland weather radar.  Only at 241130 GMT and 241230 GMT was it possible to 
determine the central position of the system. For the rest of the period cyclone "Wally" 
was at the limit of the radar range. The two positions of the centre given accord well 
with those deduced from other evidence. 
 

(viii) Satellite Analysis 
 

On 22 February satellite photographs showed an area of enhanced cumulus activity over 
the West Kimberley. The active area appeared to be moving slowly westward on a 
trajectory which would take the system over the ocean.  Within 36 hours it was evident 
that development of this system was occurring (NOAA 4 orbit 5820 231312 GMT). 
Photographs from subsequent passes of the NOAA 4 satellite indicated continued 
development with an eye being visible on the photograph NOAA 4 orbit 5839 250102 
GMT.  The system was then estimated to be T 4 in the Dvorak classification. The 
system with the eye visible but indistinct was larger on 26 February. In the photograph 
NOAA 4 orbit 5864 270054 G1' the system was estimated to be T 3 as shearing of the 
high level cloud from the low level cloud circulation had occurred. As the cyclone was 
located close to the coast and likely to pass inland rapid weakening was forecast of 
occur during the next 24 hours.  Following landfall on the evening of 27 February the 
system dissipated rapidly. 
 
A summary of the information deduced from the satellite photographs is given in Table 
6.2. 
 
Table 6.1   Selected Ship Reports 

 

Ship 
Position   

 
°S          °E 

Date/ Time 
(GMT) 

Bearing/ 
Distance from 

centre (km)  

Wind 
Direction/ 

Speed (km/h)
Sea 
(m) Swell (m) Weather Pressure 

(mb) 

Lady Rachael 18.5 119.5 232200 020/210 100/65 - E3-4 Rain 997.5 

Lady Rachael 19.0 119.1 240100 180/215 100/74 4 confused Frequent rain 
squalls 998.0 

Lady Rachael 19.1 119.4 240400 160/190 090/93 3 E 4 Heavy rain 
squalls  

Shinwa 18.0 118.6 240500 180/010 070/83 4 ENE 3 -  

Lady Rachel 19.1 11977 240700 140/220 080/83 3 ENE 4 Squally heavy 
rain  

Shinwa Maru 17.7 118.6 240800 140/040 360/93 2.5 ENE 3 Thunder  

Stirling Ridge  118.5 240800 180/190 080/74 1 E 2 Heavy 
intermittent  

Robert Miller 25.2 112.9 261400 140/040 040/93 - - Slight drizzle 
and rain 

 

Robert Miller 25.0 112.9 261700 080/035 020/167 - -   
Robert Miller 24.9 112.9 261900 020/100 035/130 - -   



Table 6.2    Data from Satellite Photograph 
 

Satellite 
Name 

Orbit 
Number 

Date/Time 
(GMT) 

Estimated posn. 
of centre 

°S°E 

Final 
T No. 

Min. Sea 
Level Pressure 

(mb) 
NOAA 4 5814 230104 16.5 123.5 2 1003 

 5826 240004 17.0 119.1 3 994 
 5839 250102 18.9 114.9 4 981 
 5851 252358 22.6 112.3 4.5 973 
 5864 270054 27.3 113.1 3 981 

 


