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Dedication

This book is dedicated to those who lost their lives in Cyclone Tracy; to those who have died in the intervening years, and to all of those who survived. It is also dedicated to the people of Australia who responded so magnificently when called upon for support and provided solace and succour to evacuees or helped clean-up and then rebuild a devastated town. On the fiftieth anniversary of one of Australia’s greatest natural disasters we thank you.
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Foreword

During Cyclone Tracy, John Hardy was a radiographer at Royal Darwin Hospital. He and his family lived in Cubillo Street in Wanguri. After the cyclone, John became the Superintendent Radiographer of the Northern Territory. A pilot for many years, John and his wife Marie started Airnorth in 1978, and in 1991, Hardy Aviation, providing much needed air transport to remote Territory communities. In 2014, he was sworn in as the 21st Administrator of the Northern Territory. His Cyclone Tracy story is well known – at the 40th anniversary commemoration he said: “We awoke to a badly damaged house and a city unlike anything I had seen before, I remember people making comparisons to Hiroshima, the devastation was so severe.”

Christmas was approaching and many homes in Darwin were preparing for a joyful family event. Children in many homes, especially those with young children, became excited as presents began to pile up under the Christmas trees in their living rooms. Although we were now into the cyclone season there was little regard for the approaching storm.

There was a false sense of security in the air as only a few weeks earlier we had been put on alert by another cyclone, named Selma. This weather event came and went with very little drama and minimal actual damage. It was assumed that Tracy would be just as tame. Some people felt no need to worry or to go to too much trouble getting prepared but as the cyclone approached, like a lot of Darwin’s population, we were on edge. We lived in the northern suburbs, about as far as you could get from the old Darwin Hospital to which I was on call. Of course, I was hoping not to receive a call, but the telephone rang anyway, and despite my reluctance to leave my young family, ‘duty’ had to be obeyed. I was quickly into my car and sped off to the hospital.

The storm had not yet broken but it was very close. It was now after 11pm and I quickly took the X-Rays of the broken leg I had been called in for and sent the patient and his pictures back to the attending surgeon. This all took nearly an hour to complete and just after midnight a furious Tracy had arrived. Torrential rain, hurricane force wind, lightning, and destruction!

I had to get home to look after my family on the other side of town, so I left the relative sanctity of the hospital and went out into the night, now without street lighting. The streets were strewn with downed power lines, some of which were alive and sparking. I was in constant fear that my progress would be halted by a fallen tree or power pole lying across the way.

Mine wasn’t the only vehicle on the streets but probably like me, the other drivers were also desperate to get home!

My mind knew the way. I had done the journey so many times at all hours day and night, I knew all the twists and turns from the hospital: go down Smith Street; use only streets leading to Bagot Road; keep away from the Botanical Gardens, too many trees that may fall… Bagot Road is straight until it becomes Trower Road; then there are several turns as it passes Casuarina High School and Casuarina Shopping Centre; right onto Vanderlin Drive; now close to home on Cubillo Street; made it!

As I got out of my car I saw that nearby houses had already not survived the destructive force of the wind. There was building debris all about the street from houses all around us, but amazingly ours was still untouched.

My wife Marie and I were now under extreme stress as we gathered in our upstairs living room expecting the worst to happen very soon. All the children were told to put on shoes and socks as broken glass would be everywhere. The glass louvres gave way to the wind, and we expected the roof would go any minute. The seven of us all retreated to the tiny bathroom on the leeward side of the house and were trapped there while the house shook violently. Eventually the roof broke away and took with it the outside wall that was in front of us. We now had to scramble to the ground and get out. The older kids handed the babies out to the adults, and we made our way to the brick storeroom for shelter and safety. This was our only option. The rest of the house was whipped away by the wind but, alas, the storeroom proved to be no match for the strength of the wind either and it began to disintegrate.

Using my torch, our only light in the pitch black. I could see our three cars parked under the house between us and the face of the storm. The one closest to us was intact so taking care to avoid missiles whizzing past we all got into this car and out of the storm, it was dry inside and the lights worked. After the terrible and exhausting ordeal, we had been through everyone fell asleep and did not wake until the dawn.

As we all now know, Tracy was very potent and packed a deadly punch across the city of Darwin, causing death and destruction. Many surviving this dreadful night still live in Darwin and have put pen to paper to assist Derek and Richard to produce this fascinating book which I am sure many will read, appreciate, and discover what it’s like to experience a cyclone’s wrath.

The experience was not only about learning how to survive the storm but also the aftermath of living in a destroyed city. Our neighbours had been through the same horrible experience, and this brought comfort, strength, and confidence that we could live through this storm’s upheaval and survive.

This book dispels the notion that the cyclone destroyed our lifestyles and caused everyone to leave town never to return. Although a few never did, this is not correct for all of Darwin. Most people wanted to return to their damaged homes, fix them and resume the lifestyle they previously enjoyed.

Darwin is a perfect example of this behaviour, and the authors can attest to its veracity. Darwin is a wonderful place to live, even with an occasional wild storm. There have been a few since Tracy, but they have never caused a population decline. Darwin still has much to offer, a tropical climate, beautiful gardens, and a friendly community. A tropical cyclone passing by will never be an excuse to leave town and live elsewhere.

The Honourable John Hardy AO

21st Administrator of the Northern Territory






Preface

Like the death of a princess or a rock and roll legend, or man’s first steps on the moon, all Australians who were old enough at Christmas time in 1974, remember where they were and what they were doing when Darwin was all but wiped off the map by a cyclone.

Unlike in these days of virtually instant communication, ‘Southerners’ first heard of Tracy’s devastation through their radios, and they had to wait nearly two days to see the first shocking images from Keith Bushnell’s film. Later, as they read articles in newspapers and magazines, many donated clothing or cash to help the victims, and/or hosted Darwin’s refugees. After Australia’s largest ever evacuation, arriving with nothing except the clothes they wore, thousands of survivors were fed and housed in southern cities, sometimes for weeks or months. Many developed long-lasting friendships with people they would never have met otherwise.

Cyclone Tracy became the yardstick used to measure all natural disasters in Australia. There have been songs, documentaries, articles, books, and more books, and museum displays. Tourists want to know about Tracy, and they crowd into the dark room at the museum to listen to an actual recording of the storm. With their memories still somewhat raw, even after all these years, rarely are the victims of the cyclone willing to join them in that little room.

Tracy’s fiftieth anniversary falls on 24 December 2024. Naturally, many survivors have passed on during the past fifty years and most likely, none will be here for the hundredth anniversary, so we asked survivors to come forward and write about their experiences while they still can. More than fifty took the opportunity.

There have been many books where survivors’ stories have been compiled or included as part of the bigger story of Cyclone Tracy. This book is different. Not only are the stories in the book written in the survivors’ own words, only lightly edited, they are the stories of ‘ordinary’ people who experienced extraordinary things. The stories have either never been published, or if they have, have never been seen by a wide audience so remain fresh.

We discussed whether our collection of stories should be restricted to only those people who actually experienced the cyclone in all its terrifying ferocity. But there is a group of people who were adjacently traumatised, despite not being in Darwin at the time. They had such a close connection to their Darwin homes and lifestyle that their suffering was also traumatic, and their stories legitimately belong here too. We have chosen three.

We have deliberately edited the stories from the perspective of historians. Our additional chapters place Cyclone Tracy, Australia’s greatest natural disaster, into a broader ‘Darwin disaster’ context and deal with cyclones past and proximate. Our hope is that we, as a community, learn from the past and remember it in the future, and put Tracy into an historical context.

Richard has previously told his own story in They Gave Us a Television Station to Play With (2021), and in numerous newspaper articles, particularly in commemorative issues marking one or other of Cyclone Tracy’s milestones. It is also recorded in the oral history collection of the Library and Archives of the Northern Territory.

When collecting these stories, we heard comments like: “Funny, no one has ever asked me for my story before” and “I have never been able to tell my story before this.” One old friend begged to be let off. There was so much trauma that she could not revisit. “My memories”, she said, “are about certain death and hopes that my very small children might survive and be found. I simply can’t write about all of this”.



[image: image]

Figure 1: Tracking Cyclone Tracy (bom.​gov.​au).



Tracy was a single event, but every one of the more than 40,000 Darwin residents who experienced it has a different story. These pages hold just a few of them. The occasional small inconsistencies that appear in some of the stories are forgiven, when we remember that half a century has passed since the night of that terrible storm.

We hope that the 50th anniversary in 2024 will be an occasion for healing, if necessary, and for remembering friends and family.

Richard Creswick and Derek Pugh

Darwin, 2024
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Figure 2: The ‘near miss’ path of Cyclone Selma in December 1974.








Cyclone Selma
 A Warning Ignored

By Richard Creswick

Many of the stories from survivors in this book mention Cyclone Selma, a cyclone that briefly threatened Darwin a few weeks before Tracy. It had started forming south of the island of Timor on December 1, 1974, and it initially travelled south-west before turning due east on a track which, on December 3, saw it in Beagle Gulf between the Tiwi Islands and Darwin. The Bureau of Meteorology issued regular alerts and warnings for people to prepare for a potentially devastating storm while it was approaching, and some people did. But on December 3, Selma suddenly changed direction. It turned north then west, crossed the western tip of Bathurst Island, and headed southwest, away from the city. The storm crossed its original track a couple of times and eventually petered out south of the Indonesian island of Java on December 9. It was a near miss. There was a lot of rain and some trees had been brought down but nothing was too alarming. Like so many had done before, Selma drifted away to the west.

As Richard Evans notes in Disasters that Changed Australia1 “near-misses” lead to complacency. “When authorities warn of a serious danger that does not eventuate,” he wrote, “people can become fatally sceptical”.

Barbara Pottle was acting Nursing Supervisor of Casualty and Outpatients at Royal Darwin Hospital. Her comment is typical: “Some three weeks prior, Darwin had been subjected to Cyclone Selma which knocked over a few trees and made a bit of a mess around the gardens, so not too many people were fazed by another one, even though it could have chosen a better time to visit us, being Christmas Eve and all.”

For Darwin residents, many of them new to the tropical north, Selma was their first exposure to the threat of a weather phenomenon that few had ever experienced.

However, there were some, including people whose stories you will read in this book, who took the warnings about Cyclone Selma seriously. They taped the windows with masking tape, filled the bath with water, tied down or locked away loose objects and ensured they had torches and working battery-powered radios.

A very few, with greater technical knowledge, went further by attempting to properly cyclone-proof their houses with tie-down cables fixed to concrete footings. However, bearing in mind that most residents were short termers here for a two-year stint and therefore renting their homes, such preparations were unfortunately rare.

As it turned out, such was the ferocity of Cyclone Tracy, that taping the windows was a joke. Not only was the glass in easily smashed banks of louvres, but the walls holding the window frames also disappeared. As for filling their baths with water as advised – intended as an emergency water supply should that facility fail – those whose baths actually survived often found themselves huddled in them as the rest of their house disintegrated around them.

And while the battery-operated radios undoubtedly proved of value later, there were no radio transmissions to tune into for a day or more. Indeed, one radio technician spoke of the eerie feeling experienced from spinning the dial across the transmission spectrum and hearing only silence or the hiss of atmospherics.

The fact that Cyclone Tracy developed and then hit at the height of Christmas celebrations undoubtedly contributed to the sense of complacency engendered by Cyclone Selma. Richard Evans writes of a ‘sober truth’ that is ignored by the subsequent gloss of Cyclone Tracy being described as the catalyst for a ‘New Darwin’ (the fifth Darwin, as he notes).

Evan’s sober truth is that “The human suffering and its long-term economic and social cost – including the diversion of resources from other Territory towns and communities – could have been avoided if the sensible warnings of intelligent and responsible people had been heeded. Old Darwin should have survived Tracy more or less intact”, he claimed. Tracy was not a freak event, as the previous destructive cyclones (1897 and 1937) had shown. A severe cyclone would again hit Darwin – the only question was when.

“Despite those warnings or lessons,” Evans wrote, “the city in its physical and social structures was appallingly ill-prepared. In the wake of Cyclone Althea, the Department of Works in Darwin had recommended extra strengthening in houses, that cladding be better secured and that windows be protected with shutters and screens. But no-one paid much attention”.

The trouble was no-one had experienced a severe cyclone like Tracy before, and no-one believed it could happen to them. The fizzle of Cyclone Selma can be added to that list of the causes of complacency that afflicted so many of those who ultimately survived Cyclone Tracy.
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Figure 3: A house in the northern suburbs (Pengilly Collection, LANT ph0365-0005).





1 Richard Evans, 2009, Disasters that Changed Australia. Victory Books






Joan Andropov

After seven years living and working in Papua-New Guinea, imminent independence seemed to make a return to Australia a wise move for Joan and her family. Her husband, Simon had been offered a job setting up course work and teaching civil engineering at the new Darwin Community College. After a Christmas with family in Victoria they moved to Darwin in January 1974, buying an older house in Rapid Creek that was shaded by dozens of big black wattle trees.

Earlier in December 1974, breakup parties on the last day of school had been cancelled. The schools closed because of a cyclone threat, but it came to nothing, so perhaps this one called Tracy would do the same. The usual recorded cyclone warning on the radio was first heard during lunch hour on December 24, and at frequent intervals during the afternoon and evening. We were warned to take bottles off bars, pictures off walls, fill the bathtub with water. We were to open windows away from the wind, and close windows facing the wind, adjusting them after the lull, because the wind would change direction. Under no circumstances were we to shelter under an elevated house but were to stay upstairs in the hallway, or in the strongest room.

I filled the car petrol tank at 3 pm, bought kerosene, batteries, and matches. We filled hurricane lamps and put the primus on the stove in case of power failure.

The fridge was full of delicious Christmas food so we hoped the power wouldn’t go off. What a nuisance it would be to have a mess in the yard on Christmas day!

Our friends from the college, Kerry and Elaine, were in Brisbane for Christmas holidays, so we were minding their utility and their labrador, Torah. Simon roped the boat securely and put the Mazda and the utility under the house, and we put the guinea pigs in their cage and covered them securely. Simon bought Torah and Laika, our Labrador, upstairs at 10 pm.

Our neighbours over the back fence were a policeman, Lance, his wife Dagma and their baby, Karl. Dagma rang to see if we needed help, as Lance had seen Simon struggling with the heavy, frightened dogs. We reassured each other that our houses were ‘battened down’ with nothing more to be done and I joked that if her house landed in our back yard, we’d have coffee ready and vice-versa!

We read stories and the children, Vanya 3, and Dima 4, nodded off to sleep as normal. A Christmas surprise was bright new curtains and bright coloured bedroom stools in each of their rooms, along with the presents placed around the Christmas tree in the lounge.

We went to bed, but I couldn’t sleep, so I got up and dressed in jeans and a winter shirt, as I felt goose bumps all over. I kept my ear to the radio, and the ABC Radio said that they would stay on air all night for the latest cyclone reports.

But they went off the air in the stormy conditions, about 1.15 am. The last report was that the cyclone was 28 kms northwest and travelling southeast at 6 kms per hour. It was expected to strike the coast in the early hours of the morning, we figured about 5 am, but of course it had already started.

The front door blew open at 1.30 am and the wind was so strong I couldn’t force it shut. The door was solid jarrah and the knob had made a big hole in the wall. Simon wedged a chair behind it, but it didn’t hold for long.

Simon kept an eye on the roofing iron, as the front corner was lifting, and he suspected we’d lose it all.

Dima woke up because of drips of water falling on his face. The new curtains hung from door height, but the louvres went up to the ceiling, and although they were locked tightly, the rain was coming horizontal, reaching right across the room and the bedspread was getting wet, so we shifted the bed away from the window, but this really didn’t help. Vanya woke up too, frightened when the manhole in his room blew up into the roof space, leaving a big dark hole. I was relieved to see the roofing iron was still on.

The curtains were dripping, the sea-grass matting was floating, and water was spreading quickly over the floor throughout the house. I had planned that Christmas day wouldn’t involve hard work, so decided I would leave the curtains hanging at the windows to dry, but the matting was going to be a heavy job, and blow the beds being wet! I took the boys into our double bed, thinking they might go off to sleep again.

A branch came through the louvres, and the wind, even from that small hole was frightening, the curtains were blowing up against the ceiling. I drew them and put a spare mattress against the windows.

All this time Simon was busy checking things about the house and under the house. The boat had loosened and was rocking, but the cars were ok.

At 2 am, Vanya really wanted to go to the toilet, so I tucked Dima in with pillows all around, and off we went down the hallway. We had just started back when there was an almighty crash of exploding glass all along the front of the house. We sank to the floor and stayed in the toilet while Simon raced to get Dima. Actually, Dima was halfway up the hallway and got a fright banging into Simon in the dark. He had received a cut ankle from flying glass but was being very brave. We wrapped his bleeding ankle in a towel, and it soon stopped. Simon got more towels, pillows, cushions, lounge cushions, life jackets, and blankets for protection and warmth, so sitting it out in the toilet seemed quite snug.

The hurricane lamp helped to keep us warm and cheery, although we were all soaked, and the boys had towels wrapped around their pyjamas. Simon dragged all the mattresses up the hallway to outside the toilet in case the walls collapsed. I held Dima and Simon held Vanya till the lull at about 3.30 am, when it was relatively calm for 10 minutes.

While the children and I stayed in the toilet, Simon raced about the house doing everything, including bringing the dogs from the back balcony into the bathroom, putting electrical goods into cupboards, and he brought a jug of milk, water, lollies and cookies into the toilet. We reorganised the wet cushions about us and prepared for the long sit-in thinking the second half couldn’t be as severe as the first half.

The second half of the cyclone came from a different direction but was much stronger and really rollicked the house. It reminded me of an old Melbourne train doing a very fast express and bouncing about, noise terrific, deafening. As schoolgirls in the 50’s, we enjoyed the thrill of opening all the doors and windows of these express trains South Yarra to Caulfield.

The toilet wall was moving so much I couldn’t rest my head against it. Simon and I had to mouth words, lean close and yell to communicate. Simon managed to get out every now and then and bring back reports of the destruction as it progressed. Dagma and Lance’s house had gone, half of Peg and Vince’s house had gone. Our end bedroom wall was gone, and the lounge room wall was holed. It seemed unbelievable, sitting in the warmth of the toilet, rocking, and patting the boys, telling them stories right into their ears so they could hear. They were half asleep and quite calm. My stomach by this stage was in a nervous knot and I felt like dry retching.

The whole roof of the Dental Clinic, next door, our planned alternative if our house went, had landed in our back yard upside down and iron was twisted around the big stringy barks. The three big Black Wattles had gone, and Simon could see all the way to the high-rise apartments in Millner.

At first light, about 5.30 Simon said he should go and check on Dagma, Lance and baby, as he could see their house was completely wiped off the floorboards. But as the wind was still so strong and noisy, I urged him to sit for another half an hour, I didn’t want the boys to feel the wind and experience the trauma if Simon should have an accident.

Our side neighbours, Peg, Vince, and their baby had only half of their walls standing, and had struggled, getting repeatedly blown over, through the cyclone to the nearby school.

At 6 am Vince pounded on the toilet door and said we should leave the house and go over to the school; they had found a safe dry room. I looked out and saw things still flying through the air, the wind still battering, a car tyre bouncing past; I decided to dig back into the toilet with the boys for another half hour. I was worried the cyclone might turn back and strike again. Above all, I wanted to protect the boys from the sight and sound of it all.

I think the boys and I would have stayed in there all morning had not Lance, Dagma and baby pounded on the door at 6.30 am. They were in shock as they had lain on their bare floorboards, protected only by their bathtub full of water.

When we finally emerged, the sight up the hallway where the end wall had been and through where all the trees had been was unbelievable. We realized we were on a hill, and for miles over the suburbs could see nothing but the colour grey and black Stringybark trunks, stripped bare. The effect of an atomic bomb, a bush fire?

We found the only iron left on the roof was one sheet over the toilet, and that was the only room in which windows didn’t break. The Masonite ceilings throughout the house were intact, although sagging with running water and the rain and wind were still strong.

As the primus was on the stove ready to use, everyone got a cup of coffee. The uncooked turkey came in handy Christmas morning. We filled a big preserving pan with rainwater and made turkey soup with onions, barley and all the available vegetables.

As the fridge had warmed, just about everything went into that soup. We had the soup for Christmas dinner with a glass of wine.


Actually, soup was about all anyone could swallow, as our mouths were dry with nerves and shock. We had to position our bowls and glasses between the waterfalls from the ceiling.

The boys seemed unscathed from the night, apart from being pale and shadowy eyed. They found their Christmas presents in a sodden heap in one corner along with the Christmas tree and heaps of glass and garden bits. They didn’t seem to mind everything being wet and had wonderful adventures in the rubble in the yard later on.

Simon first put a tent up in Dima’s room, which seemed the least damaged and had a waterproof floor. We used that as our dry room for the next two days. In this tent baby Karl at last got off to sleep on Christmas day and Vanya and Dima also had a sleep in the afternoon.

Dagma and Lance spent time searching the wreckage under and around their house and found the baby photo album. It was very wet. Lance found his wedding ring but couldn’t find the car keys or his Police pistol. It took him and Simon ages to break the steering lock in order to get it on the road, then luckily they found the pistol too.

I packed everything that was still dry from the cupboards into big garbags, and later stored them in the tent.

The insides of the cupboards were flooding fast, and it was a very hard job heaving wet blankets, bedspreads, sheets and mattresses downstairs for drying whenever the sun came out.

Things were very dirty and covered with leaves and glass and twigs, but I had no time or energy or water for washing things, so dried them dirty and packed them into plastic garbags. In that humidity I didn’t know how much would survive the mildew.

As it rained and blew most of Christmas day, it was rather drippy inside. Ours, and the house opposite were two of the few in the area that didn’t sustain too much damage.

All the roofing iron was gone, but the roof structure was in good condition and ceilings intact. Simon walked miles for sheets of iron straight enough to put up over the kitchen and tent room.


We had to bore holes in our jarrah floor to let the water out.

By far the highlight of our Christmas day was when ‘Wob’, our wallaby, came home to check us out. We had nursed her from when she was tiny after her mother had been killed on the road. Dima had taken her to preschool, and she was very loved. She had grown strong and had disappeared a month or so earlier, although she was often spotted down near the creek.

Christmas day she was outside on the road. Simon went down and picked her up and brought her into the house. She had grown even more, and looked healthy, she jumped around the house and then left. She returned the next day and then must have made her break for freedom.

By far the worst of our Christmas day was when a friend came to tell us his 9-year-old daughter had been killed. Our policeman, Lance, said the worst thing for him that day had been digging a whole family out of the rubble in the northern suburbs. We all felt sad but didn’t know at that stage that they were also our friends.

Christmas night was spent in the tent without mattresses or pillows. The boys were disturbed but very good. I was up dry retching most of the night, and there was a terrible storm, clanging iron, lightning, thunder, and the rain was heavy on the ceiling. We were dry in the tent, but it afforded little protection if the ceiling or fan fell on us.

So, Simon brought a ladder and placed it above the louvres and across to the hallway wall, beneath the fan, then brought in beams from the back yard rubble and criss-crossed them over the ladder. He then brought two doors from downstairs and placed them right on top. He was soaking wet and exhausted, but he’d got his energy from somewhere. He laid down and was soon asleep while my eyes stayed wide in absolute wonderment.

On Thursday, the 26th, Simon was up at first light, dressed in immaculate long white trousers and shirt, a whistle tied in his lapel, looking very official. He said he was going to ‘get’ a generator, or the meat in the deep freeze would have to be thrown out that day.

He came back beaming an hour later, and the sweet sound of a little Honda soon filled the house, and the deep freeze light was glowing. Apparently when questioned upon removing the generator from the show room window he gave his name, address and car number plate, and said it was urgently needed out at Casuarina, and the police were wanting to know if any more were available.

Yes, there were four more, so Simon informed Lance, and the police sent a car to the show room for them. Meanwhile a few of the neighbours brought their defrosting meat into our deep freeze.

Vince, our neighbour, worked for Shell, so late that evening Simon and he picked up a few 44-gallon drums of petrol for the generator and the cars, and some kerosene for the lamps and cooker.

That night, we spent a more comfortable night in the tent, because I’d managed to get camping mattresses and pillows dry, although there were more electrical storms and heavy rain.

On Friday 27th. Simon continued to roof over the bedroom, kitchen, hall, and part of the lounge, even though it was really hard to find straight sheets of iron.

This was great as the heavy rains came every night, despite the clear and sunny days. We took down the tent and put two single beds with camping mattresses into Dima’s room.

Dima’s 5th Birthday was surprisingly happy. We made a big fuss over a birthday cake that I’d had in the deep freeze as an extra.

We spent the day carrying water from everywhere and anywhere for washing dishes, clothes, floor, and for toilet flushing, and we went to Rapid Creek for a lovely dip and hair wash.

We put our names down for evacuation, as women and children amongst such devastation were only burdensome, and once the families were away, the men could get down to business. If we could have got water on we may have stayed, but it was suggested that the whole city might be bulldozed or burnt, so we weren’t to know at the time.


Simon kept checking the lists out, and he took the officials cold beer from our deep freeze. The beer was dumped on our nature strip every evening by Lance who happened to hold the keys to the brewery, so Simon was able to keep many workers happy, even the Salvation Army. Later on, boxes of beer were put in the fridge at the Community College as there were lots of people sheltering there after Tracy. This was to be the start of the Darwin Community College Social Club.

On Saturday 28th, we were told we’d be off in the afternoon. Three cases of dysentery were reported in the area, so they were clearing the evacuation centre. We weren’t allowed to take any baggage, so I packed a suitcase with everything treasured for Simon to mind if everything was bulldozed. Then I went on a quiet walk with the boys to feel and see odd things. We handled the tops of electricity poles, wires, and streetlights, and saw roofing iron wedged deep into tree trunks.

Vince was now living in our house, and soon was to be joined by our friends Kerry and Elaine, as their house in Wagaman had been completely wrecked

They had been in Brisbane but had given our address, so were allowed to return to Darwin. Our little VW which had been in the showroom for sale, had been undamaged and Simon got it back safe and sound.

Saturday at 1.30 pm we left for Rapid Creek School and waited till the bus came at 4.30 pm to take us to the airport. On the bus we waited till 5.30 pm before loading onto the RAAF Hercules. At first the boys thought it was a great adventure, strapped into hanging canvas seats, all squashed up.

But no one could move from their seat and with 250 other hot, tired mums and crying children, no toilet facilities, no drinks, food or windows, waiting in the heat and humidity was almost unbearable. We were shut inside the plane while all engines revved, and at about 7.30 pm the babies were bright red and exhausted, so the mums had to pass them up to RAAF staff who were walking high up along the beams, through to the front of the plane for fresh air and drinks.

Two hours later, about 9.30 pm, we finally took off and with the vibration and noise, it was like sitting the cyclone out all over again. The Hercules is certainly not designed for passengers, but everyone was very uncomplaining. The boys had 300 mls of milk each when little containers were passed around, and later, half an orange each. They were still asleep when hardboiled eggs were passed around. Despite having both arms around the boys, I successfully got most of the shell off and popped it into my mouth. Well, I thought I might suffocate, as I had no saliva, and the egg was seriously hardboiled.

I don’t think any mums got any sleep, and after 7 hours we landed at Tullamarine at 4.30 am, Sunday 29th.

The poor fellows who opened the back of the plane must have been just as shocked at the hot stink that met their noses as we were with the freezing cold fresh air that hit ours. They passed blankets in, and we really did look like a lot of refugees walking across the tarmac. Police and volunteers were everywhere helping to carry kids. One young fellow came up to Peg and me and said, “Now, you’re my family”. He was designated to us.

Doctors were available for those needing them, and every woman had to get checked by a registered nurse. All we needed was knickers, as just about everyone had thrown theirs in the toilet bin and we were pleasantly surprised to receive $80 cash and some warm clothes.

Simon’s brother Nick got rung up at 5 am and he came to get us. I hadn’t realised I was tired until I couldn’t remember Nick’s phone number, his address or even his suburb. Luckily he was the only N. Andropov in the book. We smelt to high heaven and sitting in the back seat of the car, I couldn’t apologise enough.

We all had a hot bath and the boys slept but I was overtired and stared at the ceiling for ages.

A few days later we went to stay with my parents at Maldon, unsure for how long. Then, in February I had a call from Simon saying he was coming down to Maldon. He arrived two days later after driving almost non-stop from Darwin. Laika, our dog, had sat on the front seat with her head on his lap the whole way, enjoying lots of tinned meat from our Darwin cupboards.

We had a couple of weeks more fun in Maldon, and finally left on February 14 for the long drive back to Darwin. Getting back was an adventure in itself. The roads in Queensland were closed by flooding so we put the car on trains and trucks and flew back. Vanya spoke for all of us, as the plane was circling over Darwin. “Ah, it’s good to be back in Darwin again!” he said.






David Baker
 The Flying Maternity Ward

With Richard Creswick

Several years ago, while researching stories around Cyclone Tracy, I came across a website called The Professional Pilots Rumour Network (PPRuNe) and a thread started in 2012 by a poster with the username ‘Fris B. Fairing’. He was seeking to document all of the airline movements involved in the evacuation of civilians immediately following Cyclone Tracy.

One item in particular caught my eye. It was posted by a person calling themselves ‘Teresa Green’. This would seem to imply the poster was a woman, but another poster noted Teresa was a variation on ‘Trees Are’ (Green) indicating the person was probably a man with a sense of humour. Subsequently another almost identical post appeared in which Captain David Baker identified himself as the author of the original post. The first post is quoted below. Additional information is included in brackets.

Captain David Baker was on leave on the north coast of NSW when the cyclone hit but drove to Brisbane in response to TAA’s urgent appeal for extra crews, as most of the line pilots were already flying their bids over the busy Christmas period.


Myself [Pilot in Charge] and another TAA Skipper landed in DRW [Darwin] at 1100 hrs on the 27th Dec. [actually the 26th] in VH-TFF a F27 [Fokker Friendship], with the sole purpose of picking up the Ladies [sic] about to give birth from the Darwin Hospital. I spoke to the Base Commander, Air Commodore David Hitchins, and got help to clear a path to the aircraft, as the ambulances arrived. We left at 1324 with 40 last-stage pregnant ladies [much to our horror] 2CC [Cabin Crew], 2 Nursing Sisters and one doctor, 2 cats in cages [they belonged to the hospital] and my memories are the total carnage, a DC3 firmly implanted in the Base Commander’s house, and the fridge in the water tower [30 metres up!]. It was all downhill from there. Two ladies were in labour, so we went straight to Isa, no joy there, they were already packed from those who went by car, so running out of hours and ideas, I called up Mackay, and pleaded [No, threatened] that we needed help, and finally got in there vastly relieved, as the noises up the back were becoming terrifying to say the least. The other pilot and myself staggered to the nearest pub, for fortification. We overnighted Mackay and after refuelling flew back to Brisbane on 27th December and resumed our leave and I of course somehow ended up with the cats, who both lived to a great age and cost a fortune in Vet bills. I never did find the owner. (We refuelled at both Tindal and Mt. Isa)



Strangely, a review of the Mackay Daily Mercury of the time, shows that the newspaper missed this extraordinary story. They have nothing but a brief reference to a Fokker Friendship carrying 30 pregnant women and 27 babies, without mentioning it landed in Mackay.1

Late in 2023, I tracked down Arlys Baker, herself a long-time TAA and QANTAS employee, who confirmed that her late husband, David Baker – he died in 2021 – was indeed the pilot-in-charge on this amazing evacuation flight.

Arlys said when David finally retired with 27,000 hours of flying time, he described it as the worst flight he had ever made. Both he and his co-pilot had well-exceeded their legal flying hours and were exhausted. Even though there was medical assistance on board, many of the pregnant women were Indigenous, and some had never flown before. Between the sounds of women in labour and the wails of fear, the flight was horrendous. Adding to that was the stress of running low on fuel – which was why he told Mackay he was going to land whether permission was granted or not.

Arlys said her husband was not only a highly experienced pilot, who later became a training and check captain, he was a strict observer of flight regulations, and there were a number of rule infractions that day about which he was concerned. But, she noted, the evacuation process was an extraordinary time for everyone involved and there were almost certainly other breaches of regulation during Australia’s greatest peacetime evacuation.



1 Mackay Daily Mercury, thanks to Pam Zaglas, Mackay Regional Council Libraries






Alan Barham

Alan Barham and his sister Patricia were children at the time of Tracy. Alan’s father, George Barham was the acting Gaoler at Fannie Bay Gaol, while his mother, Nancy was the matron for the female prisoners. They lived in Buchanan Terrace, Nakara.

On Christmas eve, Mum and Dad were babysitting my eldest sister Margaret Blackadder’s children, in our home at Buchanan Terrace, Nakara. About 11pm, Margaret and her husband arrived to pick up the children to head back to their home in Alawa and we retired soon after.

A short time later we were woken by water coming in through the closed louvres. We had only recently moved into this new house, so I was concerned about water on the new carpet. Mum and Dad were both awake and up as well, and we got towels out to start mopping up the water. While walking out to the kitchen to wring out the towels I noticed that the corner of the roof of the outside balcony area was starting to lift and told my father.

Dad suggested Mum and my sister get dressed, but he and I stayed in our pajamas. We then made our way down the back stairs and under the house to our car. Dad tried to reverse out to make our way across the street to the Nakara Primary School. It was a brick building and we thought that it would be a better place to shelter, but the car would not reverse.

Dad was reluctant to drive forward as the backyard had newly planted lawn and was boggy. He then told us to get out of the car, as he was afraid of something being blown through its windows. We made our way to the laundry/storeroom area and my sister, and I sat in a cupboard and Dad shut the door. A short while later we noticed the back brick wall of the storeroom starting to flex and move, so we got out of the cupboard and moved into the laundry area. The laundry was open at one end with open breeze blocks at the other end. Dad used the door from the storeroom, which swung into the laundry, to block as much as was possible the wind and rain from impacting us.

During the cyclone’s lightning flashes we could see wood and roofing iron being blown about. During one of these flashes of light we saw the roof of our house lying in our back yard. We were very much aware of the change of wind direction as the wind was now blowing directly onto the door that Dad was holding open. It was relentless – the eye missed us in Nakara. Dad held that door against the wind from approximately 0130 to 0530. Dad and I were both still in our pajamas and it was very cold.

When the wind started to die down (I think roughly 0530) we made our way out of the laundry and found the car was intact, without damage, we sat in it for about an hour to try to warm up and take stock of what had happened. There was roofing iron under the back wheels of the car, so it was blocked in.

As soon as we could, we started to walk to my sister’s place in Alawa. On the way my brother in-law, who was on his way to get us in his work truck and picking his way through the rubbish on the roads, found us and we set off back to their place. When we arrived there everyone was safe. Their walls were still standing but there was no roof. After assessing everything we used the truck to drive to Delaney’s Produce Store, their business in Stuart Park. We were relieved to see the store still had its roof on. Mum and Dad then went to Fannie Bay Gaol to assess the damage and start organizing things. I don’t know where he found them, but Dad ended up with some dry clothes.


Christmas night was spent in the shop. The women and children slept on the back tray of the truck, and the men slept on chaff bags. We could hear rats scurrying about in the roof, but at least it was dry. We stayed there for some time.






Sue Barrel

Sue moved from Port Moresby to Darwin in late 1971 after her husband, Trevor was promoted to a job there with the Commonwealth Department of Works. She was employed by the same department as a library assistant, and she worked there until their first child, Gene, was born in July 1972. Their second child, Nathan, was born in 1974. They lived in Malay Road, Wagaman.

We were a typical Darwin family. While my husband went to work, I worked at home, keeping the household running and looking after our small children, a daughter 2, and a son 8 months. In addition, we had three guests for Christmas from ‘down south’: our nephews Carl Looper aged 13, Shane 11, and Paul 9. We lived in a new, low set, house, built on a concrete slab in Malay Road, across from the Wagaman Primary School playing fields.

Our story begins a day or two earlier when the first warnings came over the radio and TV. Who can forget the sound of that siren? But there had been a similar warning three weeks before, so we really didn’t take much notice. Overnight the sky became very cloudy and as December 24th progressed it got darker and darker, and started to rain.

The warnings continued to blare out of the TV, and although we were beginning to take it more seriously, we sat down to dinner and followed the usual nightly routine of putting the little ones to bed and enjoying the company of the older boys. When they went to bed we stayed up for a while longer. As the wind became stronger and began forcing rain through the glass louvres and across the room, we became more and more alarmed.

By 10 pm the wind had become very strong, and we could hear the nails in the roof sheeting starting to pull out of the beams. We woke the older boys and got them to put their shoes on, got the little ones up, and we all headed for the bathroom, the smallest room in the house, as advised in the warning messages. When the power went off, seven hours of fear then numbness began, as we accepted that we might not survive.

The boys were head-to-toe in the bathtub, we were on our knees and elbows, each holding a small child against our chests, my head was under the basin and my husband’s bottom and feet against the door. The noise from the wind and the sound of the roof tearing off and debris hitting the house was like standing on the tarmac behind a 747 with its engines roaring. The flooding rain soaked the ceiling lining and it fell down to rest on the basin and the side of the bathtub. This was lucky, as it provided some protection from whatever the wind carried our way.

We communicated with the boys by yelling as loud as we could, checking on them regularly to make sure they were OK. When they told us they could feel something warm dripping on them, we were afraid one of them had been cut and was bleeding, but it was the warm water from the hot water system that had once been on the roof. Our little ones, sensing that this was a serious situation, remained quiet without complaining, even during the days that followed.

We could hear glass breaking and in the bright flashes of lightning see large parts of the house being torn away. Something that we laughed about, afterwards, was the smell of the various flavours of alcohol as the bottles broke in the high cupboard on the other side of the bathroom wall and the contents blew down on us. Also, our collection of expensive glassware was totally destroyed but the cheap glass wine decanter survived.

Eventually, the wind died down. It became eerily quiet, and we knew it must be the eye of the storm. It did not last long and when the wind came back, it came from the opposite direction. Silently, we stayed in our ‘shelter’ and waited for it to end.

As dawn broke the winds slowly subsided and the worst was over. We pulled the soggy ceiling sheeting apart so we could all sit up. We were unsure whether to go out or not.

Our elbows and knees were numb, we were completely wet, and we could see the sky above us. Eventually, we heard people walking across the debris, asking if there was anyone in what was left of the house. We called out to let them know we were all OK and were advised to go to the largely undamaged Wagaman Primary School which would provide a dry place to stay.

As we stood up we saw many holes in the bathroom door caused by wind-blown debris. The holes were above the level of our car, that was parked next to the hallway wall. This had prevented injuries to my husband’s behind. Both our cars were sand blasted down to bare metal by the wind.

Outside, we saw that our entire world had changed. Although three walls of our bedroom were gone, the wall containing the wardrobe remained and we expected to find some dry clothing. However, opening the doors, we found everything soaking wet.

We checked on our friends next-door. They were all uninjured, and they had some dry clothes that were suitable for us all, as they also had a young daughter. (I returned the very brief denim shorts given to me by this friend on her 50th birthday, 27 years later, much to her surprise – neither one of us could fit into them by then.)

Planning to go to the school, we loaded the kids into my husband’s work car, and it started, but we did not get very far as the driveway and street were covered in sheets of galvanised roofing and other pieces of houses. All the fences along the street had twisted roofing sheets draped over them.

The school had been constructed in two sections, one of classrooms and the other open plan, with a tuckshop and covered open area next to it. We settled in a vacant part of the open plan area and were soon surrounded by hundreds of others.

It was interesting to observe how different people handled the situation.
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