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Cyclone Tracy 
Cyclone Tracy was a tropical cyclone that devastated Darwin, Australia, from December 24 to 
December 25, 1974. It was recorded by The Age as being a "disaster of the first 
magnitude...without parallel in Australia's history." It killed 71 people and destroyed over 70 
percent of Darwin's buildings, leaving over 20,000 people homeless. 

Most of Darwin's population was evacuated to Adelaide, Whyalla, Alice Springs and Sydney, and 
many never returned to Darwin. The town was subsequently rebuilt with newer materials and 
techniques. Cyclone Tracy was at least a Category 4 storm, although there is evidence to suggest 
that it had reached Category 5 when it reached Darwin. 

The Cyclone 

By late afternoon, the city was heavily overcast with low clouds and was experiencing strong rain. 
Wind gusts appeared and were starting to cause physical damage. Between 10 PM and midnight, 
the damage became serious, and the cyclone's effect became imminent to the residents. After 
midnight, the cyclone passed directly over Darwin, with its 'eye' centred on the airport and 
northern suburbs. The wind gauge at Darwin Airport officially recorded winds of 217 kilometres 
per hour before being blown away itself. Unofficial estimates suggested that the wind speed had 
reached 300 kilometres per hour. The winds and torrential rain continued until dawn.  

Due to the destruction of infrastructure, the distance between Darwin and the rest of the 
Australian population and the fact it was Christmas Day and most media outlets had only a 
skeleton crew rostered on at best, the news of the cyclone took some time to reach people. Most 
Australians were not aware of the cyclone until late in the afternoon.  

Repercussions 

In time, some good would come out of the experience of 
Cyclone Tracy. The main benefit was the introduction of 
greatly improved building standards that would apply 
across the entire country. These included requirements 
that buildings be clad to protect them against flying 
debris, and that their roofs be tied to the foundations. 

When Cyclones Larry and Yasi both stronger than Tracy – 
hit Innisfail and Mission Beach on 20 March 2006 and 3 
February 2011 respectively, there were no casualties. 

The events of 1974 remain indelibly marked in 
Australia’s cultural memory. The cyclone’s timing and 
ferocity, the mass evacuations of distressed and injured 
residents, and the terrible images of destruction shocked 
many, and reminded them of their human frailty. 
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Cyclone Tracy 
Questions 

1. What date/s did Cyclone Tracy devastate Darwin? 

_______________________________________________________ 

2. How many people were left homeless after the cyclone?  

_______________________________________________________ 

3. The wind gauge at Darwin Airport was blown away by the strong 
winds.   
  

True / False  

4. Why were most Australians not aware of the cyclone until late in the 
afternoon? 
 

_______________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________ 

5. Cyclone Tracy led to greatly improved building standards across the 

entire country.     True   /   False 
 

6. Sequence the following events in order. (1 to 4) 

 Building standards improved and applied across the entire country. 

 The cyclone passed directly over Darwin, with its 'eye' centred on 
the airport and northern suburbs. 

 The city was heavily overcast with low clouds and was 
experiencing strong rain. 

 Darwin's population was evacuated to Adelaide, Whyalla, Alice 
Springs and Sydney. 


