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1These notes are an update of a set prepared for the event recognising 
the 25th Anniversary of Tracy.

It is hard to believe that over thirty years have passed 
since cyclone Tracy, now a distant memory half my lifetime 
away. I have never written down my recollections of this 
historic event before. So here goes. The scenes are faithfully 
recorded as I remember them, but I make no guarantees as 
to accuracy. Indeed, my recollections are stored in a series 
of snapshots and short videos - I remember some incidents 
with photographic detail, others are slightly hazy, and there 
are entire periods for which I have no recollection at all.
 The story starts a couple of months before Tracy. We 
decided that we should invest in a house instead of paying 
rent to the government, and we raised the princely sum of 
$2500 as a deposit on one of the newly constructed houses 
in the northern suburbs. Because I was also an applicant for 
a position in the Central Training School at the Bureau of 
Meteorology in Melbourne, the Bureau held off approval of 
the housing application until that position was finalised.
 A month or so before Tracy, I went down to the ABC to 
give the usual daily forecast brief for the Country Hour. The 
announcer and I followed up with a brief chat on tropical 
cyclones, the need to be prepared and so on. During the 
conversation I remarked on the generally poor quality of 
Darwin housing construction and its unsuitability for a 
cyclone-prone area. This generated a bit of a stir, especially 
from the local housing and construction people (much of 
the housing was built under government contracts in those 
days), and an invitation to visit the Regional Director, Ray 
Wilkie. I think that Ray rather agreed with me, as we had a 
pleasant chat that finished with me being told to keep my 
public comments to matters meteorological in future. 
 A couple of weeks before Tracy, tropical cyclone Selma 
took aim at Darwin from the west, but after generating 
a bit of wind, turned around and left for other targets. I 
drove down to the beach at Northcliff at the time of closest 
approach. Short choppy seas were being whipped into spray 
by the strong winds and flying sand stung bare legs. My first 
experience of a tropical cyclone. But, unfortunately the lack 
of an actual strike was also to provide another excuse for 

general inaction by the people of Darwin when Tracy came 
visiting on Christmas night.
 Tracy formed in the Arafura Sea and skirted around the 
Tiwi Islands before taking aim at Darwin. By the day before 
Christmas it was a quite intense storm. We had generally 
cleared up the yard, but I was not at all convinced about the 
capacity for the house to withstand the winds. A mate, Mick 
Caratti, was visiting us at the time and we both had off-road 
cars. So we parked them under the house and tied one to the 
ground with sturdy rope; the theory being that even if the 
house fell over the roll cage would protect the inhabitants. 
My partner Christine, Gary (my two year old son) and Mick 
would end up spending much of Christmas night in this little 
cocoon. 
 I left for the evening shift at 3pm on Christmas Eve. The 
sun was shining, and there was little unusual in the winds; 
certainly no indication of the screaming banshee that lurked 
just over the horizon. On the way in I visited the radar site 
at the airport and collected some snapshots of the screen (in 
those days the only radar information directly available at 
the office was a facsimile of a hand-drawn schematic of the 
radar echoes). A tiny black spot in compact mass of white 
on the PPI designated Tracy’s eye. Inside this a small arc of 
precipitation oscillated back and forth. I was to learn many 
years later of the way in which double eye walls could form 
and I even wrote a paper showing how this asymmetry could 
be associated with the wobbling track of Tracy. On arrival at 
the Bureau, the regular parking area looked a bit exposed, so 
I parked the car in what I thought would be a safe spot under 
an overhang on the side of the building - that was to prove to 
be a dumb decision.
 Around 7 pm, the winds were picking up, but nothing 
serious. At this stage it was all rather exciting - after all this 
was a real hurricane, the essence of tropical meteorology 
and one of the reasons I had come to Darwin. I spoke to the 
staff at Radio Australia out at Charles Point (about 30 km 
away). They were in serious trouble, water had flooded the 
area and the background wind noise was so loud that it was 
hard to make a sensible conversation. As we talked, a nearby 
door blew in and the conversation came to a rapid halt as 
they moved to safer quarters.
 Around 11 pm, the winds were really screaming and a 
dense fog obscured almost everything. Flashes of light in 
the dark were initially interpreted as lightning, but then I 
realized that they arose from power lines slapping together 
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and arcing over. Around this time the street lights went out 
and we went on to emergency power from the generator 
downstairs.
 At midnight I had to make one of the hardest decisions 
of my life. It was time to go off shift, but the conditions had 
deteriorated to a stage where it was obviously dangerous 
to even consider going out. Even though I was not able to 
phone Christine, I decided to stay put. We had not been in 
contact since around 11 pm and the initial excitement of 
being in my first hurricane was rapidly being replaced by 
a combination of worry and a growing wish that the damn 
thing would get it over with and go away.
 From this point on I basically lost all sense of time, so 
events are provided in approximate chronological order. 
 Alex Kariko and his family arrived around midnight. 
How they managed the feat of driving in through the storm 
was beyond me. The wind noise now came through as a 
high-pitched screech superimposed on an unnerving low-
frequency rumble, which seemed to penetrate the bones. 
The building had also begun shaking; not a gentle swaying 
back and forth but more like standing on a railway train, 
jiggling here and there. A couple of times I nearly lost my 
footing when the building jogged as I went to jig. Missiles 
of unknown origin crashed into the walls, even as high as 
the 8th floor. One loud crash announced the destruction of 
the window in the ladies toilet and, for some time after, what 
sounded like glass and debris could be heard stirring around 
through the closed door. 
 The wind direction was now changing noticeably as the 
noise of crashing debris worked its way around the building.
 There was a conversation on whether we should abandon 
the Bureau offices and move downstairs in case the building 
collapsed. The conclusion was that it was better to go down 
with the building than have it fall on you, so we stayed put. 
However, the urge to see more was overwhelming so some 
of the more adventurous (read stupid) of us went exploring. 
On the way down the fire stairs, we could hear the howl of 
the wind through a door of one of the lower floors. Two of 
us (I can’t remember the other person), put our shoulder to 
the door and prepared to force it inward to check out what 
was happening. As the door unlatched, it tore itself open and 
we stumbled headlong into the semi-blackness; the broken 
section of windows was now on the lee side and the air was 
being sucked down the lift and stair wells, and out through 
the window. The scene was surreal; several filing cabinet 
drawers had come open and paper was streaming out the 
window and into the dark abyss beyond.
 Downstairs, the stairwell opened out into the rear car park, 
but we could make it relatively easily to a covered driveway 
that provided access through the building. Looking out over 
a row of cars, I saw one literally rise up in the air by about half 
a meter, then settle back into roughly the same position. To 
this day I have trouble believing this, but the memory is very, 
very clear. At the other end the driveway opened up onto a 
side street with the wind absolutely ripping past. For some 
reason, I decided to lean out and see what the scene would 

provide. It was like being hit in the back with a very wide 
sledgehammer. As I stumbled forward into the full force of 
the wind, someone grabbed me and helped me scramble 
back into the shelter of the driveway. We decided that this 
was really not a good idea and retired back to the relative 
safety of the forecast office. The next morning we would find 
that, of the cars parked in the street: one was lying vertically, 
boot up, wrapped around a telegraph pole; another was 
piled into the side of the Bureau building; and another was 
parked, relatively unscathed, behind a fence in a front yard. 
It must have become airborne and then somehow managed 
to come back down on its wheels.
 One thing that bothers me about this excursion is that we 
could actually see in the darkness. At the time this did not 
occur to me, but some form of diffuse light from an unknown 
source pervaded the whole scene.
 I took a phone call from Perth. The duty forecaster was 
enquiring how things were going and whether we wanted 
them to take over warning responsibility. The phone was 
located near one of the walls and as we chatted I could see 
the entire wall bulging in and out. I decided that this was not 
a good place to be and passed the phone to the Senior Met, 
Geoff Crane. Senior Mets were expendable.
 With no chance of contacting Christine, I began to have 
periods of stark panic when I let myself contemplate what 
could be happening. As the night wore on, adrenalin faded 
from the system and tiredness took over, this worry became 
harder and harder to hold down. During one of the down 
periods I decided to try to call my mother in Wollongong, 
and was amazed that I got through. This was around 
dawn on the east coast and the call woke my mum up. The 
conversation went something like this:
 Drowsy voice: ‘Hello who is this?’
‘Hi Mum, it’s me.’
‘Greg, is that you? How nice to hear from you.’
‘Listen Mum, the phone may not last much longer. I just 
wanted to let you know that an intense cyclone has hit 
Darwin with lots of damage, but we are all OK.’ This was 
an out-and-out lie, but there was no way that I could tell my 
Mum that I had no idea what had happened to Christine and 
her grandson Gary. 
 After we finished, Mum put on the radio and TV and 
started listening for news of this cyclone that had devastated 
Darwin. And, of course there was none. The capital of the 
Northern Territory and a major military base was blowing 
away and no-one down south had any inkling. Now my 
Mum was no shrinking violet and after a couple of hours 
she started calling the local radio station and the newspaper 
demanding to know what was happening. I bet that they 
initially thought she was a bit of a nut case, but the local rag 
subsequently ran a story, attributed to Rita Holland, on the 
Wollongong boy who had survived the storm.
 Daybreak brought images of the massive destruction 
that has been widely documented. It was time to go home, 
but first there was a ‘minor’ problem; the car that I had so 
carefully parked under the wall of the building was now 
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covered in debris. It seemed like everything that hit the ten 
story building had fallen onto my car and caved the roof in. 
The roof was fixed by my lying across the front seats and 
kicking and pushing with my feet until it resumed something 
approximating its original shape. The drive home was an 
experience that I have trouble thinking about, even thirty-
five years later. As we drove north (sometimes along the 
footpath and even through a golf course to avoid debris) the 
amount of destruction got progressively worse. It was hard 
to believe that anyone could have survived. I was a complete 
basket-case by the time I reached our house; but the happy 
conclusion was that all were well. A naked Gary was having 
fun riding his little pusher car through the water sloshing 
around on the floor of our house. 
 With one end destroyed and no roof, our house was 
uninhabitable. Remarkably, there was only one dry and fully 
intact part of the house; the linen cupboard where we had 
stored all our family photos and memorabilia.
 Mick and I got his beach buggy out and made a tour of 
Bureau homes to see who needed help. Along the way we 
took hundreds of photographic slides of the damage. These 
were added to over the next several days and are now in the 
Bureau archives. 
 What had seemed fantastic and surreal rapidly became 
the norm. It soon was hard to imagine that Darwin had 
ever been anything else but a pile of twisted wreckage and 
debris. We found colleagues Mark Williams and Greg Bond 
wandering around by a house that had little more than floor 
boards; a lonely looking bath and some wall studs were all 
that was left. They were obviously in shock and Greg was 
limping from a damaged foot. They had survived the night 
hiding behind the bathtub and the picture I took of a semi-
naked Mark peering over the top of the bath became one of 
the icons of the cyclone.
 One lasting impression was of how quiet everything 
was. The sounds of a vibrant city were gone: no traffic, no 
kids splashing in the pool next door, no aircraft coming into 
land, no birds challenging each other from perches on high. 
At one stage a startled squawking preceded an obviously 
distressed bird that flew clumsily onto a nearby roof. Then 
late in the afternoon we could hear an aircraft droning in 
from a great distance away. The RAAF had sent a DC3 up 
to check out the situation. It roared past at low altitude and 
then disappeared back towards the south. 
 Someone found that the Rapid Creek preschool was 
largely intact and this was soon commandeered as temporary 
quarters. We set up one room for sleeping and one for living. 
The ‘techos’ checked that the wiring was OK and after a few 
days a ‘borrowed’ generator provided power. I will leave the 
details of this period for other stories. Suffice it to say that 
there was no water early on. There is only one thing worse 
than warm beer when you are thirsty - warm Coke. It bloats 
the stomach and leaves you even thirstier than before you 
drank it.
 Retired Major General Stretton was placed in overall 
command of the recovery phase. Fears of disease and the 

lack of capacity to even adequately feed the number of people 
led to his, much debated, decision to evacuate all those who 
were not considered essential. Every available aircraft in the 
country was commandeered and Christine and Gary scored 
a luxury cruise south in the Prime Minister’s jet. Gary had 
become completely attached to a huge stuffed dog that we 
had bought him for Christmas. This was his security blanket; 
wherever it went he was home.
 Life started to return to some semblance of normality. 
Meetings were held and the Bureau started functioning 
again. I started to feel really funny during one of the meetings 
and moved over to lean against the wall. After a while I could 
not stand and had to sit down. Then I lay down on the floor, 
barely conscious. I barely recall someone shaking me and 
asking me if I was alright, then a couple of people helping me 
downstairs (no elevators were working) and to the hospital. 
A young doctor diagnosed shock combined with exhaustion 
and recommended that I be admitted. Now at this stage, 
everyone who went into hospital was being evacuated out 
on a plane south and I was damned if I was leaving Darwin. 
So I mumbled something about how I was fine and dragged 
myself up to leave. The doctor gave me a small packet of pills 
with strict instructions about the dosage. I have no idea what 
was in them, but I absolutely floated through the rest of the 
day and into my first good night’s sleep.
 After several days, the Federal Police arrived, straight out 
of Canberra into un-airconditioned, hot and steamy Darwin. 
They probably did the best that they could but this was less 
than stellar. Driving into work one night, I was pulled over 
by two cops with guns drawn. They obviously thought I was 
some rabid looter out for a bit of profit and were not inclined 
to be either polite or considerate. After that I slept at the 
Bureau when on the night or evening shift.
 Because of the omnipresent termites, wood could not 
be used for telephone and light poles. Instead they were 
constructed from two steel u-sections welded together from 
a broad base to a narrower top. Along the main road to the 
northern suburbs, these poles had been bent at a height of 
about a metre and down across the road by the high winds. 
Then a bulldozer had come along and pushed them out of the 
way. Because they remained firmly anchored in the ground, 
the result was a spectacular section of twisted metal. Driving 
home one afternoon, I saw some local workmen using an 
oxy torch to cut them into sections. A couple of us purloined 
one, which subsequently became the letter box on our 
Melbourne house, and now sits in the Bureau museum.
 At some stage I visited the house that we had planned 
to buy. After some trouble in locating the actual address 
(there was not much more than streets and piles of debris), 
I eventually figured-out which one it was. Everything was 
gone, including half the floor boards. Christine and I blew 
the deposit on a trip to southeast Asia in the following 
February.
 When the airport became operational again, several 
of us rented a plane and pilot for the day and made a 
comprehensive photographic survey of the area. This clearly 
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showed the narrow damage swath from Tracy, together 
with the secondary damage. There were many examples of 
a triangular trail of damage where debris from one house 
had hurled projectiles into houses downstream, which 
failed and added to the spreading destruction. We also saw 
a curious phenomenon. The trees had generally fallen only 
in two directions, towards the southwest and north east. I 
later found out that this was because their roots had grown 
preferentially in the directions of the prevailing winds, 
leaving them prone to failure at right angles to this direction.
 I really cannot leave this story without a brief note on the 
famous beer heist. I will not mention names to protect the 
guilty, but one Perth meteorologist who came up to help 
out after Tracy found out that there had been a shipload of 
beer dropped on the Darwin wharf just before the cyclone. 
Because the cardboard boxes had turned into a soggy mass 
the owners had made a decision to dump the lot. Grand 
plans of commandeering a boat and raiding the wharf 
were plotted in clandestine groups. Then someone found 
out that the beer was being trucked to the dump. A largish 
group ended up at the tip with wheel barrows and a station 
wagon collecting cans by the dozen. The response was to 
drive a bulldozer over the area, smashing the cans. Not to be 
deterred, the group did a deal with one of the truck drivers 
to dump a full load up a driveway.

 I got the promotion to Central Training School, so after 
the holiday we flew back to Darwin, packed up all our gear 
and arranged for shipping of the bigger items. I had made 
pretty good running repairs on the dinted roof of our little 
Mazda, but the only available paint was a couple of cans of 
blue that had been used to cover up damage to the off-road 
vehicle. So in early March, we set off to drive to Melbourne 
in a white car covered with roughly sprayed patches of 
blue. After a stopover in Townsville with friends Gary and 
Maureen Foley, a rather dilapidated and weary family finally 
arrived in Melbourne to re-establish a normal lifestyle. 
 A couple of years later we drove back into Darwin 
during an extended holiday driving around Australia. The 
remarkable thing was the almost complete destruction of 
vegetation, which had not been so obvious amongst the 
destroyed housing. It was also remarkable how the daily life 
had returned to pre-Tracy times. 
 I have been back to Darwin many times since. It has 
become a lovely tropical city. The houses have been 
replaced, the trees have regrown, and there is little evidence 
of that Christmas day. Without meaning to downplay the 
enormous disruption and damage done by Tracy, I often find 
myself thinking that the Darwin of today has risen above the 
experience and is the better for it.


