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… it’s been on my mind for so long. Thank you so much for coming I didn’t think 
anyone was interested. We have never been interviewed for it and it’s my privilege to 
do that, and I’m happy 
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3. LITERATURE REVIEW OF INSTITUTIONAL RESPONSE 

Author Overall conclusion

3.1 Natural disaster organisation, political changes and 
barriers to adaptation 

”disaster years

The smaller disasters 
continued, but it was these four events , coming in 



quick succession, that triggered the realisation that Australia’s cities too were disaster 
prone.

it may have concentrated attention on the key 
issues of public policy, inter-agency co-ordination, and the need for a whole-of-
government approach.

classic

After
its Darwin adventure the NDO took a nose dive from which it would take many years to 
recover…if indeed, it ever fully recovered



responding

 et al.

3.2 The evacuation of Darwin 

 et al.



 et al.

everyone here is a mouth to feed and things have to be 
flown in. We must thin out the population.

Priority Criteria



…the extraordinary speed of the 
evacuation literally made much of the possible patient load disappear...without one 
person in supreme command, human chaos is added to natural chaos...

it was put to me by some of the leading people that the whole of Darwin should 
be abandoned

nearest
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5. DEMOGRAPHIC AND SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT  

5.1 Nature of the community in Darwin prior to Cyclone Tracy 



Australia's Northern Capital

Cyclone Tracy: picking up the pieces 
as examples
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6. INDIGENOUS EXPERIENCE OF CYCLONE TRACY IN 
DARWIN

6.1 Demographics of respondents 



We 
of the Never-Never’ 
The Little Black Princess’ 

6.2 Experience of past cyclones, warnings, risk awareness and 
preparedness

Too busy celebrating

It was 



Christmas Eve when I became aware of it. I was wrapping up Christmas for Christmas 
Day....everyone had gone to sleep

we heard about the cyclone coming on the radio but I didn’t think much of it as I had 
five kids to look after so I didn’t think about the cyclone much…Every year you hear 
cyclones coming and we don’t take any notice because Darwin is a cyclone 
city

We made no real preparation...The only information I think we were given was the 
best place to go would be the bathroom if the house starts to break up. So that’s what 
we thought we would do the whole 9 or 10 of us 

my partner came and took me, he was worried and my baby was just turned one so 
he took me down to his aunties ‘cos she had a house of brick

we didn’t go nowhere. They didn’t tell us where to go. Everybody – the police or 
anybody – didn’t tell us where to go. We all stopped in the house, every one of us 
stopped in the house. Everybody in Darwin stopped in the house

I always took notice, to say get things ready with the torches and the food and water. 
Particularly that year there was many warnings…well there was but no one was 
listening ‘cos they was all busy with Christmas time. Nobody was listening to radios

They
were warning us, you know, warning us that – to be careful, and oh, there were the big 
parties...

...too much parties they had, you know, they were not thinking 
about – they’re warning them, you know, that this was coming; I don’t think they believe 
it; we never thought we were going to be like that

All the advice on the broadcasts was: ‘Fill your 
bath with water’ and do this and do that and do the other thing. Well, nobody does 
those sorts of things because it’s never going to happen to them

Now there’d been a 
scare – a cyclone that was threatening to come into Darwin about two 
weeks prior to Tracy.....my wife and family did the taping-up of the windows, and the 
preparation for the cyclone 

“I
know that people have been very critical of Darwin people at the time, for not making 
preparations. I’m not sure that is fully justified…we did actually go around the training 
centre and look at what we could do, and decided that what we could do had been 
done. Now our preparations were pathetically inadequate, but that’s with the benefit of 



hindsight…we knew the cyclone was going to bring wind and perhaps some rain. 
That’s about as much as anybody knew... ”

But that one didn’t eventuate. And in some 
respects, it gave Darwinians a false hope, because they’d already had one of these 
scares, and when Tracy was coming they thought it would be the same 

we had that many warning practice 
that you never took much notice of it

that might have been crying wolf for a little bit, when you go back and know 
what happened after Cyclone Tracy, because they’d say: ‘Oh well there’s another one 
of those’

because there’d been, apparently there’d been several 
cyclones just before and apparently there’d been some false alarms just beforehand, 
there’d been a couple of lows that had come and gone and so people had got a bit 
complacent. And I remember we had all this grog on the kitchen table and presents 
and stuff, and so we weren’t really prepared at all. And I think a lot of people got caught 
out too because it was Christmas Eve as well, I suppose

I was the foreman of 
the  yard, and the manager called me for a meeting early in the 
morning and he said ‘look, it’s likely that this cyclone’s actually going to come to 
Darwin. It’s going to hit us at some point, so what we need to do is start battening 
everything down today.’ Though we had contracts that we should have been working 
on he said ‘don’t worry about any of that, just make sure everything is sort of battened 
down’...the rain was getting just heavier and heavier and so he said: ‘I reckon you have 
to knock the men off, you know, send them home, because this is not looking very 
good.’ I don’t know where he got all this information from. We knew nothing about 
cyclones, patterns of cyclones or whatever, just accepted whatever he was saying. But 
he said he was nervous...It was going to hit the tip and it was going to hit us, so ‘knock 
the men off at lunchtime and just make sure everything is battened down and we’ll shut 
up shop’

Well, I suppose, we were well-briefed in the Northern 
Territory about what to do when a cyclone came. I mean, there were the broadcasts of 
the signal that you would hear over the radio....So in some respects, the Northern 
Territory knew what to do in an emergency

Mum said it was a very big storm. She had 
experience with her first one when she was in the Retta Dixon home as a young girl. 
So she had firsthand experience of a cyclone. Even though the first one that hit wasn’t 
very big but it was enough to scare them and get an understanding that these things 
were quite serious...they were listening to the radio...Mum just warned us on the day 
and said that we’re going to be in a storm tonight and we’ve gotta be ready

...I
don’t think anything could prepare you for Tracy. I mean, it just went off the end of the 



scale ...I think from the first 
warning, as soon as I saw that skyline I realised that everybody was in trouble

6.3 Traditional cultural knowledge /natural warnings 

They could tell, from the birds. A lot of Aboriginal people went down the track, 
out of Darwin. They saw the real warning, just before the big black clouds came rolling 
in over the Arafura Sea

I know that a lot of the traditional mob they 
actually left because they were reading the weather signs and the warnings from the 
animals and things like that. But I do know a lot of people that died because they were 
never given the warning. Or they couldn’t understand

The strangest thing was that there was no birds around, nothing and it was broad 
daylight and no birds nothing. My mum used to hear them every morning. She would 
get up at 4.30 with my dad…that particular evening about 6.30 there was more 
changes, it started off still, too still and my mother knew that and she had that feeling 
she just knew. From my experience of older people I believe them, my mother knew 
that something was going to happen tonight and blow me down the wind started 
picking up

the evening before all these flying foxes came 
over our house from east point and they all flew off towards the airport just hundreds of 
them so many of them. Also the Aboriginal people all knew the cyclone was coming, 
I’m sure of it…They all talk about the mango’s having a long stem. I would imagine a lot 
of the Aboriginal folks would have left town and gone back to their homelands

in September or something...there was an unknown creature spotted around 
Mandorah that was described as a rainbow serpent by non-Aboriginal fisherman and 
there were several sightings, so when I read that and understood that 
connection…I was a bit older…I realised that to me that was a precursor warning...And 
where it was seen is a part of a rainbow serpent dreaming track that goes from 
Casuarina Beach to Mandorah. So the fact that it was seen along the dreaming track, 
just before the cyclone, to me is quite significant



6.4 Loss of cultural knowledge and identity  

I think things is a little bit different now…us being Aboriginals...there is 
more black power kind of thing… different to how we grew up.

Now you got all these other people telling you do this and that, ‘cos 
you are Aboriginal you are entitled to this and that, you know we weren’t brought up 
like that. Our parents were taken away but they 
never blamed anyone, never blamed anyone for being taken away, like some other 
people do now. They were happy for being taken away ‘cos they say ‘where would we 
be today, we wouldn’t have had all our kids, our parents wouldn’t have had our children 
or our grandchildren now’ some people they got different ideas, I don’t know. We don’t 
worry about our land...

We haven’t been back there, we know we got family there but we 
haven’t been back to demand our land and all that not like some people do

We are too much like city slickers

Yeah we like city life

Yeah and I don’t like camping anyway, I like my bed
…The only place we go back to is over to the island, where our parents grew up

Garden Point. The only place we go back that we call home.

Yeah Tiwi Islands it is called now, Catholic Mission used to run it 
when our parents were sent there. Only place we kept going back

That’s what we call home

That’s what mum and dad call home too, that’s the only home they 
know

Saying all of that though if say your parents had grown up with their family 
they would have known about the cyclone more been able to take notice of signs in the 
environment and things like that?

Most probably if they had been with their Aboriginal family, yeah. ‘Cos 
they reckon these Aboriginals knew that’s why they all went, they knew, they were 
saying something about the mango it was a little bit longer, hanging…

Did you hear anything like that yourselves before the cyclone?

No, no, we heard about it on the wireless

They were saying the Aboriginals all knew

They were saying the birds all went too you know. So now we know 
we listen for the birds, if they go quiet we know something is going to happen. But 
before we didn’t know anything about our Aboriginal culture really…We grew up 
Catholic that’s all we knew..



Our mum’s mum is Aboriginal and from Daly River.

Did your grandmother pass on any information like if a cyclone is 
coming?

Oh no, no

She didn’t teach us anything, We learnt more from mum and dad and 
going to the island. Not that I like it, I’m not a bush lady

white man

But you know the Aboriginals knew that there was going to be a big 
wind and rain and Darwin was going to be wiped out. They came and warned us to get 
prepared. They came to the hospital. I was working at the hospital. And you know 
because they think full-bloods don’t know nothing, the blacks know nothing. They 
laughed it off and said ‘Oh nothing’s going to happen.’ ‘Well we’re Going!’ And you 
know what? Most of them full-blood Aboriginals went. They went inland.

A few days before the cyclone. He just walked in out of nowhere eh?

Yes. He was like a messenger from the Lord or somebody you know 
warning us what’s going to happen?

’Cos he came in and he said to our boss ‘Old lady’ you know ‘you’d 
better go away. Big wind and rain…no it’s going to all come.’ And then what’s her name 
our boss turned round and said ‘Oh no we can just go early. You know like everything 
else. No birds no ants. You watch the ants. Well Tracy hit us alright.

I really believed him you know but being of mixed education you know 
I thought ‘Oh the white man knows better’ but no the full-blood knew more.

You have to watch them they are the closest to nature.

We thought that a lot more Aboriginal people would be dead, but 
because they would have had more of a sense of there’s going to be

Well you have to 
characterise Aboriginal people as being either full-bloods or part Aboriginals. And when I went 
to school up here, part Aboriginals were called half-caste and if you called them Aboriginal 
they’d want to fight you. Because that was a derogatory term ‘I’m not Aboriginal, I’m half-caste’ 
whereas today, they view themselves as being Aboriginal. And a half-caste or quarter-caste 
isn’t spoken of much Remember when we say Aboriginals we 
mean the full-bloods…not the ones who have lived among us…An Aboriginal calls himself a 
black fella, a coloured person is a yellow fella and we are white fellas 



…There would be the traditional ones…that would know. Because this was 
how they survived way back whenever. But at that time, I wouldn’t know…whether the 
birds were leaving; or this is happening; or the skies were extra red 

She wasn’t 
full-blood, she was a half-caste. But she was very close to nature 

she said ‘well I’m warning you, you’d better come.’ But I ignored 
her, like everyone else, ignored the warnings. She went…I didn’t want to go. Because 
we’d already been in a few wet seasons in Darwin, worse than Alice Springs, and 
nothing had happened. Big rains and that was it...Oh she did say ‘watch the 
Aborigines’. She said ‘when they leave, you leave’. And I still didn’t take any notice

was a rumour that went around ‘all the birds went, 
the green ants disappeared somewhere’ the birds and the ants 
got blown away during the cyclone

6.5 Indigenous people at risk 

I mean there 
would have been a couple of hundred people living in the long grass4, you know...they 
had nowhere to go. I mean where do they go? They were on foot. They didn’t have 
cars or anything. These were the people like they are now, they are itinerants...they’re 
not listening to the radio. Nobody is telling them that this massive thing 

is building, so I mean they wouldn’t have any special sense to know this is 
going to form into a cyclone

it looked 



a rather innocuous sort of thing on the weather chart; it was very, very small...

there were little camps here 
there and everywhere...in the railway yards, through all this area here and the back of 
Bagot. All around the place...there is more today than there would have been then

6.6 Experience of the event 

I said ‘come on. We’re all going to the bathroom’…and we was all panicking...we felt 
that the bathroom was safer… little corner. And we got into the tub and put a mattress 
over our head in case things fell down...it was a horrible feeling, and we could hear the 
thing…the roofs falling off, you know, being taken off...so we all waited there til the next 
morning, all cramped up in the bathtub. We weren’t, you know, game, to look out til 
later

we waited in the laundry, when it did come you could hear all the windows 
smashing, just like someone was hitting it. Then it was roaring, it was really loud, it was 
deafening

There was an old house next door it was like a shack actually. And at one point that 
collapsed and that really frightened me and that’s when I thought ‘oh God, we’re next’

We didn’t know what to do. And one bloke was there he was in a cyclone before so he 
was telling us what was going to happen...He was explaining that, what’s going to 
happen, ‘it’s going to get rough and then calm and then rough.’ And we ended up 
around the toilets. The strongest part of the house, that’s what he said anyway. So we 
was there, all of us, cramped in the little space near the toilet. We spent the rest of the 
morning there until daylight 

When it was coming the wind was horrible and the rain… in the eye my mum wanted 
us to go to the shed underneath. Dad kept saying no. That was lucky because that was 
all caved in and we would have all been dead. Then all the walls went and dad took us 
to the passage way and opened the back door...and then when the eye came we went 
down then, and there was a table there and we stayed underneath there. There was 
about 8 of us 

My father got us all under the 
table and wherever that table went we had to crawl with it and that table actually saved 
our lives, our house wasn’t blown away but there was a lot of damage. The saddest 
moment for me was that people were screaming around us: ‘Help!’ It’s bringing a lot of 
memories back for me and I’m getting a little emotional…I can remember the water up 
to here. I remember my baby brother on my lap, mum was bleeding, she was hit on the 
temple and if you see her today she still has the scar



When you’re walking in the building shakes…anybody even walking up the 
steps, the house shakes

the boss made us all go into the other room and his wife 
played the piano to try and distract us but that didn’t do any good so we went into a big 
freezer but all the electricity was off so we had to sit there all night and the boss put a 
sack of potatoes in the door way so the door wouldn’t shut...There was about 7 or 8 of 
us

all huddled together moaning dreamtime songs to placate the 
fury of shrieking wind

we were told to let it fill up but it kept filling 
up and overflowing. So we’d have to pull the plug out every now and then and then put 
it back in

the roof kept lifting up on the house. You could see it lift and 
drop back down again. And so I said to my brother-in-law at the time ‘don’t tell them 
because they’ll all get so nervous about it, you know, so we’ll just keep that quiet and 
say nothing about it, you know’. We were singing Christmas carols, and you could hear 
the crashing noises starting outside

it was dead silent so we thought ‘oh 
that’s good. So hope that’s passed.’ So we went outside to see the boundary fence. It 
was already damaged and someone yelled out ‘look out, it’s coming back’, and you 
could hear it. So we flew back in the house and that’s when it slammed the place to 
pieces. It smashed and banged and roared and carried on. The water went through the 
place and the house fell apart 



mum and dad said ok, this is your chance to go to 
the toilet and then come straight back

they say when it crosses over you’ve got the winds this side so you shut this 
window and open that

Windows
was cracking and the rain was coming down, the wind was blowing and the police was 
real busy sirens going and we were screaming out to the police but the wind and rain 
was too much and they were too busy anyway

6.7 Aftermath: Entering a world of total devastation 

About seven o’clock in the morning I thought it was low 
enough for us to venture out...I stepped out into a world I could never have conceived 
of. It was almost like stepping onto another planet 

We didn’t know what to do, but we lucky to be 
alive, I was lucky 

Then I seen the whole of Darwin, wrecked. It was bad hey. I was really shaken when I 
realised how strong it was. We ended up in town. And in the main street there was this 
van and bloke taking money from the bank and he dropped a big pile of notes. $50 
notes and I walked passed and kicked it and walked away. ‘Cos I thought I had no use 
for money ‘cos it was the end of the world

my first reaction was 
to the trees, because you know, a normal tree was gone, it was just a stick or a stump. 
There was no leaves, it was just barren. It was just totally, just sticks everywhere you 
looked...it was just dead quiet. It was just deafening, quite horrible actually

I’d said to my sisters who were by now a terrible mess because they were all wet and 
messy.... their hair, and I said ‘You girls will want to start tidying yourselves up because 
I’ll tell you what’ll happen, the television cameras are going to come round here – 
because our roof nearly lifted off but we didn’t tell you... And so everyone was saying 
’Oh yeah, you know, what are we going to say?’ We were thinking that we’d probably 
copped the brunt of it, you know, that it was us that got more damage than anyone 
else, you know. Anyway, by the time morning started to lighten up and we walked 
outside, we were just absolutely stunned. The street was gone, it was just about gone. 
There were two houses left in the street and we were one of them. And we just could 
not believe it. And you hear that….I even get emotional now, talking about it….we just 
stood there and looked at this utter devastation and thought my God, you know. How 
did we live through that? It was extraordinary

Why did we have 



to lose our house? Why are we the only people in Darwin to have lost a house…Why 
did we have to be the people who’ve lost a house out of this

The only thing dry in the 
house would have been the clothes that we had on. And the area where we had our 
presents and lucky for us, they were alright, lucky for us our mother had bought us 
some clothes. So on Christmas Day here we were running around in these brand new 
bright coloured dresses in, you know, that situation

In the morning we got up and had a look around and it was really funny cause the 
house was all disintegrated, all had flown away, been blown away. And I was thinking 
’God, I’d love a cup of tea.’ But I only had my pyjamas, my nightdress on and pants... 
the bloke that lived at the back of me...called out ‘cos he was downstairs with all his 
goods and everything down there. So I went there for a cup of tea and my husband 
wouldn’t go ‘cos he only had his underpants on. So I said you stay there and starve 
and me and the kids went down and had a lovely cup of tea. And cakes they had. It 
was beautiful (

We ended up 
going to the Berrima Primary School. But everything was just flooded. There was no 
power. Whoever was running the emergency services there, like everyone else was in 
the same boat, there was nothing we could do. They had candles, tinned milk, basic 
supplies of food. We had to sleep on top of the desk at the school ‘cos the floors were 
just flooded with water. No blankets, or pillows. We used garbage bags to protect us 
from the rain

Ours was a Housing Commission, so we 
were pretty strong. It was just amazing how the house behind us was a Housing 
Commission as well, so anything higher was destroyed

6.7.1 The hospital  

they were bringing people in upon blankets, four blokes 
carrying people in on a blanket. While I was there I counted about four or six they 
pulled out from the rooms, examining room, they must have been dead because they 
was covered over

The hospital was completely wrecked. It was in a bad way, the hospital. I went in 
looking for my sister because she got hurt. So I went into the hospital looking for her 
and the floor…the water was up over the ankle deep but it was just red blood. And 
when you walked in you stuck to the ground as you went. And there was nowhere to 
sit. People were standing. It was like literally 600 people in that out-patients’ foyer

6.7.2 Searching for family 

...it’s an interesting thing I think: because Darwin was a remote 
settlement and many people had left their families down south, I understand that when 
a cyclone or a tragedy occurs, you normally check on your immediate family, the 
extended family, your neighbours, and you go out in concentric circles. Since there 
weren’t those extended families in Darwin everybody started checking on their friends. 



go and see if 
Mum’s alright, you know. So I started running…this was about 6 in the morning…and 
still the rain was very strong…and I ran and was running and got lost ‘cos you couldn’t 
find your way anymore because the red house on the corner wasn’t there, or the green 
fence, so you didn’t quite know where you were, you know... it was a set of flats right 
next door to them, and the flats had actually collapsed onto the house, onto their 
house, and I just stopped and I said ‘they’re not going to make it, you know, they’re 
going to be all dead there’...And I thought ‘Oh my God, what’s happened?’ You know? I 
walked round the back and there’s my dear old Mum sitting on the back veranda. She’s 
lit a fire and she’s got the kettle on and she’s making tea

20 odd 
kilometres from town...after we’d been around and visited my sister’s place, my brother 
actually turned up…he said ’We’ll have to go and check on Dad.’ So we drove out, him 
and I drove out. We didn’t get a puncture. I can’t believe it. There was so much stuff 
that was on the road. And we drove all the way from the northern suburbs out to 
Howard Springs. We got there and we looked for Dad and we couldn’t find him. And I 
remember having this awful moment when my brother started walking around the yard 
picking up sheets of iron and looking underneath it…thinking ‘My God, you know, like 
he’s probably here. He’s probably been…his head’s been chopped off or something.’ 
We searched and we couldn’t find him anywhere, so we turned around and we drove 
back to town, but we didn’t know it, but we’d actually passed him when we were going 
out. He was coming in to look for us... There were 37 of us in our family….not one 
scratch on one person in 37

6.8 Rumours regarding an inaccurate body count and mass 
graves

Yeah, so yeah, I reckon and what’s always been said, there was a lot more deaths, 
particularly Aboriginal people who weren’t caught up on the census and so may not 
have been on the records so we don’t know how many people were visiting...but I’ve 
heard similar stories for hurricanes overseas that they tend to under report the death 
toll, for whatever reasons. Maybe it was to stop people from being frightened to invest

I mean we knew a lot of people that lived in the bush and surrounding areas as they 
do today and we reckon there was a lot more people out there unaccounted for that 
they just didn’t. They weren’t able to count them. And so when you saw the 
devastation, and those 60 odd people, there’s no way that only 60 odd people would 
have died in that. I mean there would have been a couple of hundred people living in 
the long grass, you know



...if you want me for anything I’ll be at home

So that so far as the actual deaths are concerned, there was a record of everybody 
who died whose bodies were recovered....the police had pretty quickly set up a system 
for identifying all the people who died and had details of description, photograph, what 
they were wearing, rings and ornaments and all those sorts of things...There were 
some difficulties, I think, in identification because they were on their own or other 
people in the family had moved, or whatever, but I understand that all the bodies were 
identified

Some of the bodies had been found in motor vehicles on the 
streets, a couple had been found in the wreckage of houses

establishing exactly where the bodies were, looking at all of them, 
looking at exactly what procedure the police had adopted for identification, checking on 
the extent and the type of medication examination and ensuring about the system of 
retaining clothes and ornaments







the number was as accurate as you could do in a disaster zone like that. And we had it 
being added up each day on the co-ordinating committee, so I don’t think there was 
any attempt to fudge the figures

 “I have no reason to doubt the official figures...there was no need to 
falsify the figures...The government had done nothing wrong that they saw, so why 
should there be any attempt to hide the figures. Every attempt was made to identify 
bodies...There was too many people in the know for it to have happened. The police 
were involved. The hospital people were involved, the Coroner was involved. To 
suggest that there were mass graves somewhere would’ve involved a conspiracy 
amongst all those people. So the bodies were centralised, counted, identified or 
identifying features kept, and the normal process then happened....I saw the records 
that were being kept. I know the people involved...So my belief is that they are just 
rumours

I wouldn’t 
be surprised if there were more people actually dead. Some of the missing probably 
were killed, and we’ll never know the whys and wherefores

...the little commuter airway company 
in the Northern Territory flew some of the Aboriginal people back to their homelands, 
so it wasn’t always easy to keep tabs on who was there

my gang in the council – there’s 3 of us on the truck – go 
and putting all the street signs up, repairing curbing and making driveways and all that, 
doing stone pitching, they were called into the burial party. Because my mate...he was 
one of them, he was in the burial party. When he went out to the cemetery, there was 
the police – they just piled them on like sardines, you know; you know them vans, they 
had them stacked up like that with a tag on their on their foot, but this is what....was 
telling me, the policeman took – standing – having to pull the body out, had big rubber 
gloves. They were buried in the clothes they were the night they got killed. Pull them 
out, just drop them into the grave and there was another policemen there, he took the 
number of the grave on the headstone

As they kept bringing the bodies in for burial, old...seen a couple of friends of his, and 
that upset him; upset him that much; like Billy Muir and a few other blokes. See on that 
job we was doing we met a lot of people, you see, driving around down doing jobs here 



and there and everywhere, and he seen a lot of people he knew. So it upset him and 
made him crook. He told the doctor what happened, he was upset, probably shocked 
too, I suppose So the doctor put him straight on the first plane, sent him down to 
Adelaide

6.9 Indigenous people assisting in response and recovery 

all the whites 
and coloured people  because they come to the place that was standing

Dad was a jack 
of all trades, he didn’t know how to read or write but he knew how to work. They were 
all awarded, the men who stayed back. My mum has still got the certificate

It must be five weeks - yeah, because I got a job at the hospital. Children had to stay 
away until such time that they rebuilt Darwin…schools and things like that… 
accommodation...September, that’s when schools opened up and when the 3 children 
were back in…Yeah, so that was a long time without seeing our kids. But I’d get on my 
four days off and get in the plane and went to Alice to see them and back again in time 
for work

It’s not their deal, not their deal. They are a different culture, you know dreaming 
and skins and all that, that is their deal, house is not important...It’s a very slow 
evolution. I’ve been here since ‘54, not much difference

The people at Warrabri then went and 
harvested all their watermelons and rockmelons, and brought that into town as a fruit 
for the people coming through. I think this was a great gesture too by these people, and 
I don’t know if its ever been recorded...But the people from Warrabri then, they were all 
Aboriginal, they took no coerced actions to get them to go and do it. They just went and 
harvested the whole melons and brought them to Tennant Creek – a whole truck load – 
and said: ‘There you are, you need food for the people, here it is



6.10  The involvement of General Stretton, the Army and Navy 

the civilian way of things very well at all

If it happened today it wouldn’t occur; you wouldn’t bring in an outsider. A similar 
situation would not bring an outsider in to take charge... but of course it was a unique 
situation. The Assembly had only been elected for something like two months, three 
months...I think since October 1974...so they were very new. The federal government 
hardly recognised them... The bureaucrats in Canberra certainly were resisting any 
form of breakaway by the Territory, and they saw it was very much an opportunity to 
keep control It wouldn’t have happened in one of the states, but the NT was still very 
much a Commonwealth territory in those days

Stretton was aware that if the - - somehow he knew. Intuitively he must have known, 
that if the community starts to pick itself up its therapeutic to do that He was simply 
there as heading a civilian evacuation, and a civilian reconstruction. Now I guess a lot 
of times he must have been sorely tempted to say: ‘No, let the Army take over.’ 

6.11  The evacuation 

6.11.1 The evacuation of Darwin as reported in the transcripts  

“We realised it was a disaster where we needed 
a plan, and I think then and there it was decided that we’d each be detailed off to do 
things, but that one of the important things - - one of the first important decisions is that 
we had to get people out of Darwin. I think the decision to evacuate was made not by 
show of hands but just by a general awareness amongst that group... I mean, Stetton’s 
book puts it otherwise: he says he made the decision, but in fact it was a consensus 
that just was - - was there. Because we realised that before long there’d be sickness 
breaking out – there were no medical supplies that you could speak of. The hospital 



worked magnificently around the clock, and some of the surgeons were superb... But 
we were just lacking things. And of course without electricity the food would start to 
deteriorate

...it was a devastating assignment to be given, because where do you 
start? You don’t even have a telephone. To be quite literal, we didn’t even have pencils 
and paper, and we didn’t know who was there, or how many people had survived, or 
where they were

rather wryly that they began to understand what 
multi-culturalism was, because racial groups reacted differently. You’d get these hard 
luck stories – you know someone would come along and say: ‘In my country twins are 
deemed to be a gift from God – I want to put my twins on the aeroplane.’ And you’d 
have to say: ‘Well, I’m sorry, there isn’t a bus today.’ ‘Oh, but they must go. Can I walk 
out to the [airport]?’ You know, you’d get these hard stories, and hard sell, because 
people wanted to get on aeroplanes... We’d made a decision as a co-ordinating 
committee, Ray McHenry’s committee, that women and children should be given 
priority, and in the early – first five days, a lot of men tried to make the case that they 
ought to go with their wives or children, or they were a family unit and they needed 
caring down south

Many of them were traumatised. And bear in mind all of us have a reality coloured by 
the experiences we’d gone through, so often times you couldn’t have expected rational 
behaviour out of people. In fact, the adrenalin of getting the city going again was the 
thing actually that saved a lot of us... But it was true that some people wanted to 
stay...and had they stayed it would have put a stress on the infrastructure of the city... 
There was no running water, for example. The sewerage system wasn’t working... 
There was no power. No refrigeration for food. In fact it was dangerous to drink 
anything. I remember...they came across a cache of beer that had been set aside for 
the Christmas celebrations, and they were just parcelled out because that was safe to 
drink, but water was not 

People knew they had to go, wanted to go and yet didn’t want to go. People who were 
staying behind wanted their families to be gone to a better, sort of more comfortable 
environment, and yet felt very lonely

I believe, yes, coercion was put in… not hugely so, but there was an element of it. A 
lot of people who didn’t want to go probably were made to go

I reckon it was about the third day you sensed a sort of terror taking people over, 
because the food was rotting, and somehow their world was rotting, and they felt that 
they might die... So, I think if the population had been retained it simply would have 
taxed everything: water, and food in particular. In retrospect - - I mean it’s easy to say 
after the event: ‘We should have left people there.’ But I don’t think we would have 
survived if that would have been the case



Unless we got the 
aeroplanes out of the airport within an hour of first light, they couldn’t get back to 
Darwin to take a second load out before dark fell

I don’t think it would have mattered a damn if it had 
been done over ten or twelve days and done in a much more organised 
fashion...Aeroplanes would have been much more economically used and the whole 
thing would have been a very much better run organisation

In hindsight, it wasn’t …at the time I think the 
thought that the infrastructure wouldn’t cope was quite valid. I think the fear of disease 
was also quite genuine. It was probably overplayed, but no-one knew at the time... 
Over the years I’ve come to believe it was wrong. I think it was bad for the morale of 
the city, as it turns out, and it’s taken a lot longer for people to recover, but that’s with 
the benefit of hindsight 

Whites complained at being 
administered by methods refined against Aborigines for decades. Told where they 
could live, separated from spouse or children, needing permits to enter the city, at the 
mercy of police, politicians and pen-pushers, many cyclone victims decided to leave 
the devastated city permanently

6.11.2 Aboriginal people evacuated back to their communities 

We
sent people out to Alice Springs on a DC-3, and I went to the airport to supervise the 
loading of the aircraft. I think it only took about twenty three people...it was relatively 
small… and they were nearly all Aboriginal people. We packed the plane, and that took 
off

I know of one Aboriginal man who had a bus....he was transporting 
people back, say, to places like Roper River

And they
 were there. Of course, there was a bit of food being 

handed around and they just thought: ‘That’ll do us.’ Nobody objected to that. There 



was blankets and things like that being offered to people, so they thought this was 
‘bonno’; it was better than being back at Bagot

They got off the 
planes, they said: ‘We want to go to Sydney.’ They couldn’t discriminate between them. 
They were blackfellas who’d never been out of the Territory in their life. And that’s 
where they wound up. Of course, then they had to bring them back again....But they 
got a free trip out of it, and they were fairly well looked after when they got down there. 
They were treated the same as everybody else

I informed the minister that as far as I was concerned, in Darwin, everyone 
was a human being. I didn’t care what nationality they were, coloured or anything else, 
they would all be treated the same

modified the regulations in their favour by 
saying that any Aborigines going south could move in a family group, and they could fly 
too

6.11.3 Need or fear to evacuate 

they sewed 
my sister up and I took her home and it was so badly infected that I took her back to 
one of the medical spots again. They had to pull the stitches out and it just went ‘pop’. 
And it was a powerful stink. It just was so badly infected. So they put her on the first 
plane and said ‘just get out’. Had to get all her kids and get out. We jumped on a 
Hercules. They tried to keep all the families together, take them to the same place. 
‘Cos everybody went to different places, but we went to Perth...’Cos we had family over 
there. And when she got out she went straight into the hospital

my wife was due to have her baby, 
so she was evacuated within a couple of days. They flew her out. She went to 
Brisbane...because she was due to have the baby. That was the worry. When we’d left 
the house, we couldn’t all stay in the house because there was no power, nothing

the plane 



we got on, that Hercules...people sitting in the aisles. They had too many people. They 
had 300 people where they shouldn’t have had it

we were 
just that scared we had to go away from Darwin from the cyclone, was happy to get 
evacuated with my five children

6.11.4 Scattered families 

to wait, cold and homesick, for permission to return 

There were people that we didn’t even know  It was like a 
boarding thing I don’t know. We were the only ones  so it was like, a bit 
sad. But yeah, poor mum, I don’t know how she coped...we didn’t see him  for 12 
months...we had to do schooling down there and that was like a culture shock for us 
because it was like...uniforms and a totally new school and it was horrible for me 
because I didn’t want to be there. Trying to adapt to the different studies, different way 
of life. My older sister, she was fine in high school, she quite liked it. But for me and my 
other sister, we struggled a bit. I’ve always been like a shy child and um, having people 
in your face going ‘oh, what happened?’ ‘What’s a cyclone?’ It was just too much. So 
yeah, that sort of pushed me back a little bit

When we were down south, it was really good to see everything intact, flowers 
growing, sprinklers on. It was really exciting to see the normal things. And after a 
couple of weeks we actually forgot about the damage and devastation so we started 
getting homesick...and the kids saying ‘we don’t want to go to school here, we want to 
go.’ Because it was Christmas time and they was on holidays so when the school 
started, they would have to start. But we were living in pretty rough places down 
there...Because when we first went, we stayed in that army barracks...that’s where the 
majority of the people went at first. Until they had got them a place to go to. That’s 
when we went to the little Seventh Day Adventist camp and wasn’t happy because we 
couldn’t eat meat. Then we went to that convent but that’s when they were saying ‘well 
school’s starting so we’ve got to work something out. And we wasn’t able to stay there 
when their school started because that’s their boarding school. And then we said ‘oh 
no, we don’t want to move any more, it’s getting like we’re in the way so we’ll go back’

My mum was just so worried about Dad…He couldn’t contact mum ‘cos he didn’t know 
where we were. The NT Government had a list of families and some were not on that 
list but lucky ours were so that’s how my father found us

6.12  Racial issues that arose during the disaster 

the eyeties just



about fight you for everything in the shop, just like they never seen tucker in their life 
before. They didn’t give the other people a chance. Every time they push the groceries 
out, they just wheel the groceries away 

I wouldn’t want to be blunt about 
which groups were which, but it’s true. And you could start to almost predict what sort 
of story you’d get if you realised what ethnic group it was... Actually, my view is that – 
this is simplistic – that you could have divided the Darwin population into two heaps. 
One group were those who cared for community, and made huge personal sacrifices to 
give themselves to the community. They just pitched in, almost careless about their 
own health – metaphorical as well as literal. And there was a second group that hid. 
They looked after number one... I know of one public service head who, the morning 
after the cyclone, put all his belongings in his car, put his family in there, and drove out 
of town. I can think of people from my office who simply went away, did nothing, and 
said: ‘If Hedley needs me he’ll call for me.’ I mean, there was no way to call for them... 
By far, the majority, the huge majority were in that first heap of people who just dug in 
and tried to help. The sense of neighbourliness, and the willingness to give, was just 
inordinate

“Looting occurred…there were 
several instances of looting…a  was stopped on the Barkley Highway and found 
full of white goods…I think it was two people from the Darwin Greek community… it’s 
unfortunate the Greek community got a bad reputation coming out of Cyclone 
Tracy...you shouldn’t tar the whole community with the actions of a few people…I can 
only recall, however, two or three instances where it was Greek people

...that was the city reasserting 
itself, you know: law and order ought to prevail, the courts get going, the magistrate sits 
on the court and hears a case. Then Stretton, in effect, kyboshed it – or wanted to – 
because he didn’t want the heavy hand to be seen to be operating, I think

another Aborigine to nine months hard labour for obtaining a bottle of whisky by 
allegedly impersonating a Police Officer

above the normal power exercised by a magistrate

You might be legally wrong, but you are morally 
and politically right

the facts suggest that he 
had stood over somebody, said he was a police officer, which was part of the 



standing over and using a threat to get liquor. Technically I think it’s probably correct 
that he was seeking to impersonate a police officer. Now that’s all very well to say that 
there were no aboriginal police officers but from the point of view of the person who 
was being threatened...his blackness or otherwise was really incidental to what was 
going on

generally we were 
sentencing people to twelve months or more for various offences

That was an example of Stretton going off half-cocked, I believe….It’s alright for 
Stretton in his book to say that everybody knew that you didn’t have Aboriginal police in 
the Territory; it wasn’t quite as easy as that, because the people involved were not 
Aboriginal as they would be recognised...The locals certainly expected serious 
penalties for people that were caught in these situations...Stretton didn’t recognise how 
the locals felt

no
authority to exercise any power whatever in that Territory. He was a visitor, a tourist as 
it were

There were a lot of press there and they were looking for a story 
and they fed him the story that people were getting sentenced without trial and all sorts 
of things and I think they led him into it. That was the impression I got

they treated 
us better in them days than they do now. Our kids get treated badly now…racism was 
there but it wasn’t as bad, it was mainly the government policies…before the 
cyclone…the racism was there, I heard a lot from my mother. Before the cyclone it was 
there but it wasn’t as bad as it is today. I find that today its worse

6.13  Assistance immediately following the cyclone 

you’d go up to the Darwin High School and 
get what you wanted; they’d give you this, give you that, you just walk along, pick it up 
and take it home

we were told we could go to the school 
at certain times...and line up to get food and ice

Yeah, we had to line up you see…..but you can only get so much you know because if 
you line up every day you get that much food in the fridge. They even give you 
beautiful steak that you never get. You know. When you are shopping in these other... 
It was beautiful yeah

When we went into town, W. Chin opened his 
shop up and said, ‘take what you want’, so we took what we want, clothes and dry 
clothes



rich people who accepted us into their homes, they put us in school, took care of my 
mother...They didn’t treat us any different

...they was always telling us where we can go to find clothes that was given out, and 
toys for the kids because they didn’t have their toys...they couldn’t go swimming 
because they didn’t have bathers. And they were trying to swim with their clothes, 
shorts and that. And they said ‘you can’t go swimming like that. You’ve got to have 
bathers’. ‘Well we haven’t got any bathers. They got blown away in the cyclone’...’Oh 
really?’ So they took them and gave them all new bathers. -And looked after them. 
They had a jolly good time

clothes, we got so many nice clothes and I thank Australia from the bottom of my 
heart for that

The people at the shopping centre they was real nice. They had this bowl and people 
filled it up and when we went shopping we didn’t pay for anything

the treatment was just terrific, it really was. Nobody asked any questions. They 
rushed to you like in Katherine they….you know, they’re standing there with a cup of 
hot tea for you, and someone’s with a towel and this is two days after the cyclone and 
they’ve still got the towel to put around you, give you a cup of tea

I remember standing up in the line…. when you 
came back to Darwin you got this resettlement thing which was $200 and the guy that 
was standing in front of me was a well-known and quite wealthy businessman. I knew 
him really well. He owned a pretty big business. And he was standing in front of me, 
waiting to get the $200 because he’d lost everything as well. And I remember then 
thinking to myself ’we’re all equal. Everybody’s equal, you know, we’ve all been hit with 
the same thing.’ It’s amazing how that makes everybody equal

My experience is that I think we did get treated equally, we 
had everything. They treated people equally. I can’t say were mistreated

Well, I can’t comment on it because I’ve never heard anything to the contrary. I 
presume it was. But we had, you know, I never heard of anything different to that and 
we had plenty of other friends of all kinds of nationalities. I never heard of anything. 
There may have been complaints but I never heard anything 

For blacks who stayed 
by avoiding the musters , life had never been so good. Abandoned 
buildings made luxurious homes, food was distributed freely and the spirit of generosity 
and equality reigned. People who had lived, in the best of times, under leaking scraps 
of tin without power had little to lose. Just as in wartime, blacks briefly tasted equality in 
white’s disasters.

6.14  Assistance once back in Darwin – longer term recovery  



Their power was on before our power, as their power 
was hooked up to the RAAF base. Whenever our power went out in the wet season 
Bagot was always alight...so they would have put the demountables there as they had 
the power. As the RAAF base would have had back-up the power, they wouldn’t have 
put them there if they hadn’t had power 

Yeah, they had to put two caravans there. One wasn’t 
enough for all of us. Big family, so they give caravans and that for you to live in while 
they redone all the houses

So they gave me another place in Jingili. Just had to patch it up and make 
it liveable, you know…the army….replacement louvres and that; make sure the 
plumbing works was going and things like that until they gradually upgraded each 
house. They gave you accommodation like caravans or another house to go to 
(

when
we moved to Katherine we went to nothing...we were actually living in tents for about a 
year until we could get accommodation...finally housing commission give us a 
home...So yeah, we struggled a lot

There was not a great population here...the only 
place I knew there were Aboriginal people living at the time were in Rapid Creek as 
they used to go to Rapid Creek Primary School. I live in Rapid Creak. After the cyclone 
when everybody came back they decided not to have such a large population of 
Aboriginal in Rapid Creek so they divided them between Rapid Creek and Millner 

you just had to wait until you earned enough 
money to...get back on your feet in the way of clothing and household goods

Terrible cause we had to buy our own way back. We had to buy furniture. We didn’t 
get much support off the government. We had to buy stuff ourselves, every fortnight. 
And I got a job back...And so we bought some beds. And when we bought a dressing 



table we get really silly over it, ‘oh look I’ve got a dressing table now’. We had to buy 
gradually

Bad for us, ‘cos we were Aboriginal....I don’t think I was treated 
fairly that way  So I had a complaint to make. But they 
weren’t interested ‘cos I got a job back and I was looking after myself. So I never got 
any more money off ‘em....Although my father was a white man. From England, white 
as the driven snow...But my husband was darker than me. So we received a lot of bad 
feelings in that way...They saw it all as people trying to get money instead, they’d had 
enough of that so that was...I had to suffer 

I think just at the end when they distributed some money, I thought that wasn’t a good 
way…That we didn’t…We knew millions was raised and we didn’t see it. We lost 
everything. I mean you lost all your stuff

 I think it would have been easier to leave them 
 without a lot of stuff because they wouldn’t have put up much of a fuss. 

Like I didn’t put up any fight when I could have…I did lose a lot and $100 each wasn’t 
going to replace what the kids had lost...for the new clothes, washing machines, 
whatever was destroyed or taken or used…while you was away. And you know what? 
You’ve got to over the year survive. That was all the money we got, $800. I didn’t see 
anything else. And they repaired a car….one of the cars for me 

Well, we only – it wasn’t that much, but all that 
money they collected, I don’t know what happened to it all , got me beat

insurance just paid out 
because there was no argument about it and then ‘um, we’d only just bought the house 
and it was enough money to pay the house off

We’d been insured for six thousand dollars, I think...which was all our contents...so we 
got our money, which was great, and we put that cheque in the bank. Never seen so 
much money in one hit before...there were a lot of people under-insured 

Yes we had insurance for 
our home and property…No, I don’t think most people did

I often wondered what happened to some of that money

Yes…I don’t know about the money they collected, we got $200. I don’t think they 
divided it up very well

6 The Gwalwa Daraniki7 hopes that no 
Bunji readers gave money to the cyclone relief fund. Of course that fund will not be 
helping many blacks



6.15  Returning to Darwin 

But everyone had to have a permit to come back. If they had a roof over their head or 
accommodation to come back, they could come back

We came back here in February. It’s a long time. But we had to get a permit to come 
back here and they stopped you...when we came back we had one of those, like a 
house. We had a long, like demountable over here

after  baby was born we came back 9 months later, we came back here... As long 
as you had the accommodation here…and we did…because Mum and Dad still were 
here and my sister’s house had been patched up and you know, so we had somewhere 
to stay. So we came back... we stayed with my sister for a while and then we got a flat. 
Within a year we were back and life started all over again...went back to the same

Oh we had a couple of months, we came back when…not everything was cleaned 
up…we went back to our house then we got shifted up the road

But you know, you wouldn’t believe in a couple of months what they’d done. It was 
amazing. They just came in from everywhere and helped out, you know, the essential 
services, they cleaned the streets up...And the stench was...for a long time, the stench

Good to be back. We couldn’t wait to come back, there was still nothing hey…we had 
two caravans where our house was 

apply for funds so that you can set yourself either up 
in Brisbane or make your way back to Darwin



The house was virtually liveable, so we were able to come back

6.15.1 Difficulties experienced in returning to Darwin  

 “Because there was all the army and 
the servicemen here, you know, to help around the place. We had to keep indoors

We came back after a few weeks actually. I was panicking because I 
couldn’t get back but then we came back and it was a big mistake. We shouldn’t have 
even come back at that time...Yeah. We’ve forgotten how ugly it was. We got on a 
plane and came back, getting homesick so we come back. We got off the plane and we 
were walking back through the RAAF base and we said ‘oh my God, what have we 
done?’ The smell, the rubbish, the ugliness. And we said ‘what have we done? Why 
have we come back’...We did go back a bit too soon. There wasn’t anything. Anywhere 
for anybody such as kids

Were there many other families that returned sort of as quickly as you 
did?

No, no

So when you went back to school were there other children

No, yeah. It wasn’t good.

And there was nowhere to go; nothing to do so we was a little bit lost 
for a while. Yeah, it did put them back a bit because the schools weren’t ready for 
them

get back on 
that plane because I just couldn’t see how we could survive. I couldn’t see how the 
town would return back to normal – the devastation was huge

We were there for 7 months, we came back 7 months later and Darwin still needed 
more cleaning… it was so dead and hot cos we had acclimatised. The first thing I 
remember is my little brother taking off all his clothes, he said ‘it’s hot mummy’. We just 
cried, we came back home and mum didn’t want to come in the house. She stood out 
the front of the door. Dad had the place so spotless but there was still holes in the 
ceiling…I can remember the smell

Yeah, pretty basic, you know, pretty tough going. I mean the rebuilding of Darwin was 
in full swing  but, you know, you didn’t have a lot of…I 
mean you had power and things, but, you know, you didn’t get a lot of fresh fruit and all 
those things…vegetables and those sorts of things



6.15.2 Who returned and who didn’t 

Mum and dad decided to leave Darwin 
because they didn’t want to go through that again.... Mum and dad said that we were 
going to get out of Darwin, and we moved to Katherine. And most of our schooling was 
in Katherine... But going to Katherine was good. Going to Primary was good there...I 
think it was too much for them. And the fact that we struggled so much when we 
moved, financially I don’t think they could see us moving back here [Darwin], getting a 
house and a job and looking after all us kids. We definitely struggled, that’s for sure

Oh yes, everyone came back. Oh…a few hey…Thomas mob went to Katherine…. 
yeah some people went to Katherine and Alice Springs…I don’t think they came 
back…they stayed as they got a house from the housing commission so they was lucky

No, they wouldn’t move . They went, we had to be 
evacuated we had no choice, but they came back, they came back…. I can name the 
people who are still down south now. Some family members that are Larrakia, some 
people died down south and didn’t come back. Some were traumatised

All our friends and relatives they came back they were all still here

Yeah we all come back no one decided to leave Darwin

The whole 
population changed half of the people never came back…. that was just Caucasians

Well they all came back to sort through their belongings, but a heck 
of a lot left town.  Well this is their country they 
are not going to go someplace else (

6.15.3 Connection to country and community 

Cos we knew we couldn’t live down south, away from Darwin. This is our coast. And 
you’ve got to be back home on your home ground. And so we panicked a bit for that. 
Yeah, I remember reading and hearing that 



...An Aboriginal person can’t live on someone else’s land. They’ve got a thing of 
homeland, their homelands 

So we have ties back into our heritage. We’re fortunate enough to have that twice. 
Some people are still, you know, are trying to find connections to where they belong 
and how they get to go back home. We had it all the time, even before the cyclone. So 
that’s one of the reasons we wanted to come back from Perth…Is because we were 
connected to our country which we visit all the time…That’s our identity, our heritage

I’m the same as my mother, I’m not leaving. There is no place like home….. The whole 
of Australia is beautiful but there is no place like home. My heart…this is what we do 
we care for our country, we protect our country. My mother’s brother used to protect 
this country and we took over. We have been looking after it for centuries, the Larrakia 
people have always looked after this country

I was just happy to come back, I always want to come back home 

Yeah….we just couldn’t wait to come back. Wanted to come back, you know...I had to 
come back 

6.16  Cyclone as a punishment 

I actually feel like we 
need another one...if that makes any sort of sense. What that old man said about why 
we got it last time is probably ten times as true now. There’s unrestrained development 
in our lands; there’s people misrepresenting themselves as Larrakia; we seem to not 
get any proper recognition...we get, you know, some bits of help here, we’ve got this 
place just now, from the Indigenous land court, but, yeah, I have to say I think we need 
another big one to wake a few people up. And not only all the unrestrained 
development, but also the coastal stuff. What we’ve always said is you’ve got to 
maintain mangroves and you’ve got to maintain a bit of a buffer and instead they go 
and build marinas right on the coast...Cullen Bay, you can’t get sinkage insurance there 
because it’s sinking because it’s built on sand or mud. So, yeah, I think they need 
another lesson, a big cyclone. Just hopefully there won’t be as much loss of life or any 
loss of life



Rover Thomas [Joolama]
Kukatja/Wangkajunga peoples
1926/1928 Australia – 1998
Cyclone Tracy 1991
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra
Purchased 1991
© the artist's estate courtesy Warmun Art Centre

The subject of ‘Cyclone Tracy’ by Rover Thomas recalls the origins of the Kuril Kuril 
Ceremony. The black form represents the cyclone gathering intensity as it heads 
towards Darwin. The shape relates to conventional images of the subject developed in 
early dance emblems. Minor winds are shown as forms emanating from the main 
image (Caruana, 1993; p. 166). 

This disaster 
in 2011...everything is getting cyclone, fire and earthquake I think that is a warning how 
the people are living, they lives ‘cos them days really drugs a wasn’t so bad but now it’s 
getting out of hand. That’s just me I don’t know what others think

6.17  Change in Darwin after the cyclone 



Oh, it was no longer Darwin. The old Darwin was lovely. But then the 
place became modern, bigger. It was so pretty, I think. Now they’re beautifying it. The 
gardens everywhere. It’s taken all this time

I don’t know, but it’d never be the same like it used to be from there, 
but...

I think Darwin was a better place”

Yeah, before the Tracy”

Before Tracy, everybody was happy. Everybody knew each other”

Darwin changed after Cyclone Tracy And some people say for the better and I say for 
the worse but you know, there is progress everywhere and I just think that it was 
something that had to happen up here. But these days I just think that Darwin has lost 
its character that it used to have

Yes, things have changed. Yeah. It wasn’t Darwin. It wasn’t like everybody knew 
everybody. Everybody helped everybody; cared about everybody. It was different. And 
then this place filled up. Instead of people staying away there seemed to be an influx of 
people coming. Well there was a lot of work, I suppose. Then they got to like the laid-
back lifestyle and they stayed instead of going. You know, cleaning up and going? Or 
coming up and doing what they had to do then leave. But I think there was a lot of the 
work that brought them up, most of them. And they got to like it. Then the place got 
bigger and bigger and bigger

I liked Darwin in the older days. Now, it’s too much robbing and 
killing and things going on like that. Before you used to be able to walk around, you 
know, without being scared about what’s going to happen to you. Now you are too 
scared to walk down the street. These days, you know, kids, teenagers, just snatch 
your bags and yeah it’s terrible

The change in population, the crime, it’s just you can’t do that anymore. It’s just the 
CBD is just huge, you know, it’s like, I mean it’s not like the old Darwin and I prefer the 
old Darwin to the new. But you gotta go forward. But yeah, definitely different, I guess 
you could depend on people back then. Now you’re so spread out and everything is so 
expensive, so it doesn’t help

6.18  Discussions of personal experiences of the cyclone 

And I remember being asked about three 
years ago, they had a thing at the library here, a lunchtime talk and said ’would you like 
to come along and talk about it, tell us about your experience’, and there’d be tourists 
and all that sort of thing there and I said ’yeah, I’ll do it’, and much the same as when I 
got here, I just became so emotional, and when I started telling the story, I couldn’t tell 
it. And I realised that I’d never ever spoken about it, we’d never sat down and had a 
real good talk about it. Life just goes on, you know...You do need to do that though, like 
sit down and just debrief the whole thing, you know? And even now it’s difficult to talk 
about some of those things. It’s really left a lasting effect, a real lasting effect on us... 
our whole family the same. You know, you just…because it’s such a surreal and unreal 



experience that you can’t comprehend it, you just can’t deal with it. You just stumble 
from one thing to the next

And they [mum and dad] never ever talked about their experiences. Now that I’ve got 
to think about it, it must have been quite frightening for them... it was really funny you 
know, now that I’ve thought about it, I never asked my mum and dad what they felt, 
how terrible

It was always a topic of discussion, especially if we had some visitors from down south 
or something. I mean if you lived through it you’d like to tell the story and how, you 
know, what happened, etc

When we got home everything got back to normal but everyone talked about the 
cyclone and they laughed about it, what they was doing in the house running around 
like mad chooks, it wasn’t funny then, but after it had happened it was funny then… 
that was good that they talked about it, make them come good, you know 

6.19  Passing advice on to others  

“I had to tell them what it was going to be like. And scare them a bit 
and I thought oh God, OK...My nephew was saying no we’re staying in the house, its 
brick and I said yeah but this is what you’re going to go through and he said you’re 
scaring me now. Well that’s the whole idea. I have to tell you how it’s going to be.... In 
the end they decided to stay in the home because they said the house was fine. And I 
said well you better have a backup plan. If your roof goes, you have to have a plan B, 
go into another room. Get into the car...you won’t be able to move because the wind is 
so strong outside. So give them all those scenarios and make sure they had enough 
food for 5 days because I said if help can’t get to you, you’re stuck there. So they were 
prepared for that, they filled up their water. But it was just frightening to think that oh 
God, it’s going to be loud and scary. But I said if you’re going to stay in there get 
something on top of you just in case something falls on you. Or if something’s going to 
suck you out make sure you can hold on to something. He said, oh yeah, yep, writing it 
all down. I said I don’t mean to scare you but that’s how it is going to go down. So he 
was yep, um, I’m going to do that

6.20  Current cyclone fears, preparedness, likely actions  

We had a cyclone here just recently...I was like so nervous about it and I said ‘We’re 
going to have to go to a shelter’…and we’ve got a brand new house we’ve just built. It’s 
all cyclone coded and you know it’s to everything. But I was still really nervous, you 
know

I made them knock the wall down to show me that they had actually 
put it in and they said to me ‘you’re crazy, we put it in’. I said ‘I don’t care. I don’t 
believe that’s been put in. I want to be sure. Knock part of the wall down. I don’t care 
what it costs. Knock part of it down and show me that that steel has gone through’. So 



they did. They knocked it down and there it was. The steel had gone that far down. 
That was crazy. They think I’m crazy with that stuff. But then I feel safe in the house

I think I would have to go either further down the track or drive all the way to 
Katherine. I don’t think I could do it. It’s just you know, I think the shelters would be OK 
but yeah, I don’t know. I would have to decide on the day. But I won’t be staying in my 
home, that’s for sure

I’d go bush I think...Go down to Batchelor somewhere

We wouldn’t want to go through one of those again…. If they say there is another one 
coming I get frightened, start packing up my things and putting them in my car and I 
want to go 

Yeah I would leave now. I’m much older and not well. I would go to my children. I 
would go to Katherine 

When I hear the 
cyclone warning on the radio I go into hysterics almost. My hair on the back of my neck 
stands up, and I swear that if it’s bigger than a category three I will leave home and go 
to Adelaide River for the duration of the cyclone The noise stays with me. The noise is 
in the back of my mind all the time when there’s a cyclone. It comes back to me and I 
remember that squealing, screeching, howling noise. And I obviously am affected by it 

It was good in a way because they had changed the way they built…the place was 
rebuilt and made safer...like it wasn’t just a brick home now. They reinforced holding 
the bricks in enough, you know, putting steel...They reinforced it so you felt safer

yeah, I’d stay here. It’s got straps. Not on the outside here, but on the 
inside. It’s got big straps that go right down into the concrete. See these big concrete 
blocks; they’ve got straps down in the inside. Big straps and bolts go through them. But 
they don’t show it out here. But if a cyclone comes it never shakes.... Hardly anybody 
go to shelters

6.20.1 Cultural knowledge on environmental signs  



Cyclone Carlos, the one we just 
had. They said it’s going to be a big one but I noticed the ants didn’t go for 
shelter...Yes, I didn’t even tape up my windows like I usually do every wet season...So 
it pays to watch the nature -The trees and different signs

“…like the last cyclone that was in Darwin ...I got up that morning…I 
knew nothing about that cyclone coming, I knew nothing at all. I was getting up to go to 
work...and I walked outside and I came straight back in and I said ‘there’s a cyclone, 
there’s a cyclone’. And she said ‘Oh no, it’s going to be ok’. And I said ‘no, that’s a 
cyclone’...straight away like bang I knew that, instantly knew that that was a cyclone, 
different from a big storm. You knew straight away. You could feel it in the air

I think it was Cyclone Thelma, I think about 10 years ago...it was more or less coming 
straight for us and I remember waking up…. well that night it was dead still. There 
wasn’t an insect, there wasn’t a bird...There was silence and it was still. There was not 
a breath of air. It was really hot and then the next morning it was the same. But by that 
afternoon it had moved off and then the day after all the birds and insects came back. 
So I’ve tried to check out what the wildlife were doing whenever there’s a low around. I 
know then if I wake up and there’s no insects and no birds, yeah, it’s close. That means 
you should get out of there or get prepared properly

“So yes, so we’ve got our belief that we can 
communicate with the animals; that we can affect the weather. I don’t claim to be able 
to sing up anything, but I know that there are people that can and I’ve witnessed that 
myself... weather being altered by people. But that’s not really accepted or believed in 
the mainstream. They think its mythology. I guess we just talk about that amongst 
ourselves mainly. So mainly we expect the majority of Aboriginal people to understand. 
–But we know that it’s true

not
passed on in an organised way, I guess. It’s just orally passed on to the kids, especially 
if there’s something around we’ve told them ‘this is what you’ve got to look out for.’ And 
often when that topic comes up within our mob, that story about what the animals were 
doing is a part of it, so I know they said that dragonflies aren’t the best indicator of 
when the season changes but for us, we know that, you know, there’s all those sorts of 
seasonal indicators and if there’s bad weather around there’s warnings from wildlife 
basically

if you go on the Bureau of Meteorology website there’s stuff about incidents where the 
knowledge is fairly limited, I’m not sure why. There’s been lots of meetings and lots of 
discussions about trying to make that stuff a bit more accessible, but today it’s still 
there’s only about 4, 5 places that you can click on and go and get information. Yeah, 
that’s fairly limited now. So, I’m sure there’s other stories about the wildlife and about 
the fact that these cyclones aren’t necessarily just an act of nature, like what that old 
man said....in the museum, that there are aspects to them that are more spiritual or 
esoteric (



6.21  Long term impact and psychological trauma 

I wouldn’t like to go through another one. I went to the museum to have a look and 
they got one place there and I thought nah, I’m keeping away from it ‘cos it bring back 
memories, you know. I always think about my Godmother died in the cyclone and her 
brother and a friend. A friend of ours that we grew up with, her father died in the 
cyclone so it was really sad. I never go into that room there to listen to the roaring 
sound of the cyclone, ‘cos people that we knew

Photos...like when we were kids. All gone, all that stuff is…you don’t have it. My 
daughters say to me ’Dad we don’t have any photos of you until you were 20’, you 
know. And we lost them all. So those things are like, you know, people suffered all 
that…I mean people suffered much more than we did obviously. People died and all 
that. But psychologically it leaves a real scar, I reckon, a real scar. I was even a bit 
nervous coming here today and I was thinking about it...trying to remember it again. In 
fact I drove past the house where we spent the night, as I was coming here, 
thinking…..I couldn’t see it, but the road goes down to it

I had a lot of fears about lightning and thunder until probably 7-8 years ago. I decided 
to face my fears and just sit out there and watch and listen and got through it. So I’m 
glad I done that cause I’ve been hiding from it for such a long time

Yeah, that cyclone did affect us you know, well it affected my husband a lot. And it 
affected my children...one of them was really scared, you know

I think you need to sit down and have a real good talk about it, to someone who wants 
to listen to it...But once I started work…again, see, that’s what happened, you don’t 
deal with it, you just go straight back to work, straight into work. You’ve got jobs to do. 
You come home. You’ve got a new baby. You know, all those things, so you never get 
a chance to…Not that it bothers me through my normal life but when you start to talk 
about it you become emotional now…and what is it? 1974? What’s that, 37 years ago 
or something? 37 years ago and it still affects me. I mean that had a real impact. That’s 
an incredible impact - amazing thing

Back then of course there was no trauma counselling the way there is now, and I think 
we’ve all...me certainly, probably was traumatised by the cyclone, and because there 
was no way to counsel people, other than over a beer in those days...I think a lot of us, 



certainly me, probably carry mental scars from the cyclone 

You’d talk and talk, telling your story, your history, and they’d listen and 
take an interest in you. You can start to feel better when somebody shows you 
compassion

the most significant thing is, you know, at that age, 
realising the power of Mother Nature and my respect for Mother Nature, so I’ve done a 
range of work of conservation ever since and have a deep respect for nature and 
animals...wildlife

6.22  Indigenous resilience: connections to country, family and 
community 

My view is, you know…because we’d been through...my people had been through a 
lot before the cyclone, so also we were people that didn’t have much at all... we could 
go for fishing and hunting, so fortunately we connected to the land compared to 
others... we had nothing, but the things we had that was everything to us you know? 
The bit of clothes or whatever that Mum’s taught us to, you know, this is what we’ve 
got, we’ve never, like, you know, worried about other material stuff...so when you 
mention about the urgency of getting this and that, we sort of went along with it 
because, like I said, we only had what we had earlier...we wasn’t the type to worry 
about other stuff because we got what we got...Again we were fortunate that our house 
didn’t go down. We had each other to comfort and had that as well

my brother came and picked me and my son up and took us to his place in Ludmilla. 
He had got his friends up to fix the roof. My cousin had a shop in Parap and they got 
some food from there… the house was full of people, we would lay anywhere

They’d  sort of live in the town and go to school and go home, go to work 
and go home. We had our time in the bush. We still do. Now all the Aboriginal people 
would have that. But the ones that’s turned to alcohol all come and live in town 
overloading the town, causing the destruction. But the ones that are still traditional, 
which we’ve got a lot of good relations that’s very traditional. They stay in the 



communities. They work in the communities and yeah……. We took in a lot of people 
like what was close relatives, not just anybody. The ones that…. the Darwin 
Aboriginals, were the loneliest ones. The pipeline ones… they had no home. I don’t 
know how, they were possibly insane. Because they still were getting what they wanted 
to get, you know, rations, and being cared for 

Every time since Tracy I think of the itinerants, the Aboriginal 
people, and where they go during the course of these tropical events and it sort of 
brings it home to you how lucky we are when we’ve got our own residents that are built 
to fairly stringent codes and there’s such a lot of people outside that don’t have that 
same luxury as us. I often wonder what happens to those people. I guess after Tracy 
those that survived went walkabout or back to their own local communities and you 
know, just live a different lifestyle to us, more nomadic. Don’t need the materialistic 
possessions that we all want. Well I do anyway. It just illustrates the great divide 
between some of the population and the Europeans who want and have everything

At the main Kulaluk camp the people live as they have always lived. 
Cooking on a fire, carrying water. Possum hunting is easy because there are no leaves 
on the trees. The people of the dreaming cannot be chased away from their land by a 
cyclone

6.23  Documentation of the Indigenous experience at the 
 museum  

Did you notice it?...I don’t recall seeing Indigenous photos of Indigenous people there, 
pinned up on the corrugated iron in the museum there. There is nothing and you see 
the certificates there and there is some sort of write up there it’s all about the non-
Indigenous. They never mention anything about the Indigenous people… it’s been on 
my mind for so long. Thank you so much for coming I didn’t think anyone was 
interested. We have never been interviewed for it and it’s my privilege to do that, and 
I’m happy

6.24  Current emergency arrangements  

Of course we are much better prepared now, but that preparation comes out of the 
Tracy experience...with the population turnover it would be very easy for Darwin to fall 
back into the pre-cyclone complacency. But cyclone preparedness now still continues, 
as a result of Tracy...If Tracy hadn’t been quite as bad I wonder if our planning now 
would be as good



many years later when there was a cyclone I was part of the people who rounded up 
those people, you know, picked them up and took them to a school
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