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CYCLONE “YASI” (2/3 February 2011)

(An “eye witness” account—Alan Curry)

Some Background:

Some months ago, my wife Ruth bought two cheap airfares from Sydney to Cairns and return. The dates were 
from Wednesday 25th January to 7th February. Ruth was very much looking forward to “spoiling” our three great
grandchildren, twin boys Manu and Marley who are three years old, and Macey, who turned two on the 28 th  
December 2010. 

We duly arrived in Cairns about 9.00am and hired a car, and I asked Ruth if she would like to visit our good 
members Don Booth and Terry Langworthy, who live in the nearby suburb of Bayview Heights. 
Ruth said she thought that I should go while she purchased some provisions and “goodies” for the kids. 

I had rung Don and asked him if it was ok to “pop in” because Don is still undergoing treatment for a tumour. 
They were delighted that I came and sorry that Ruth was not with me. I only stayed about half an hour and we 
all “chin wagged”. 
Don asked to be remembered to all his friends in the Association and we bid farewell to each other and I drove 
to the shopping centre to collect Ruth and her parcels. 

We arrived at our son’s home at 53 Conch Street, Mission Beach, about 1.00pm, and everyone was delighted 
and excited to be with us again. 

They rent a lovely, spacious four bedroom home and the added bonus is that it has a beautiful, big, salt water 
swimming pool. The grounds of their home are immaculately kept and mowed, with beautiful palms and 
shrubs. The rear of the house is protected by huge secondary growth rain forest (about 15 metres back).

We were greeted by Carol (our daughter-in-law), Abby (our granddaughter), Manu, Marley and Macey. 

Our son, Stephen, was working away in PNG, and Abby’s husband, Tawhai (pronounced Tarf-eye) was also over 
there working for him. 
Tawhai came home on 26 January and Abby and I drove to Cairns to pick him up at 6.30pm. His family were 
ecstatic to have him home (especially when they woke up the next morning to see “my daddy, my daddy”!).

Then, on the Saturday (29th) it was Stephen’s turn to return home from PNG and we all decided to go to Cairns 
in our vehicles to meet him. 
The kids had a lovely morning with their mum and dad, swimming at the Esplanade which is a great, free and 
safe, facility for families.  

Ruth, Carol and I went in Steve’s Ute to pick him up at Cairns airport at 11.30am and we arranged to all meet at
the big shopping centre for lunch. 

After lunch we all headed back for home at Conch Street, all looking forward to a cool swim in the pool—not a 
worry in the world—all carefree and happy! 

By Monday the 31st we had only had 6mm of rainfall since our arrival (I used to check, then empty, the rain 
gauge every morning—if needed).

In the evening we learned of Cyclone YASI and its intense fury and the possibility of it striking the Queensland 
coast somewhere between Cape York and Townsville around midnight on the 2nd February!   

On Tuesday the 1st February, the news on the “Yasi” was not good and getting worse! It could now be a 
category 4 or 5 and was now likely to strike Cairns with its full force.

We all decided that we would “bunker down” in Stephen and Carol’s main bedroom, in the walk-in wardrobe.
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Carol and Ruth set about stocking up on food, water, batteries and candles-- we even filled the spa bath with 
fresh water! We were also prepared with blankets and mattresses.
While Carol and Ruth were shopping, Tawhai and Abby were dismantling the trampoline and keeping the kids 
busy. 

We also dismantled a large shade cloth and a large sail cloth that covered the pool and the back patio. These 
items were attached to the roof and would have been a “hazard” in a big wind! 
We taped all the windows and climbed on the roof and secured the 2 “whirly birds” with glad wrap.

Stephen and myself then drove to Mission Beach (a couple of minutes away) to help friends sand-bag the 
frontage of all their shops—which are about 1 & ½ metres above sea level, on the high side of the main street, 
(Stephen and Carol’s friends own the 100th Monkey café). 
The village was sombre and quiet. The people we spoke to were apprehensive and concerned.

When we finished sand-bagging we bought some more gas bottles for the bar-b-q and more cans of fuel and 
headed back to Conch Street.

Worse and conflicting reports were coming in all afternoon, especially about tidal surge. It was reported that 
Mission Beach was the likely main area that would be hit first!

Tawhai and Abby then decided they would take the children and head south to Rockhampton, after dinner.

We all decided to have our last dinner together, at the local restaurant in Wongaling (about 10 mins drive 
away). 
After dinner we all hugged and kissed each other (the kids thought they were going on “another” holiday!).
They departed at 8pm.

We came home and “glued” ourselves to ABC 24 news—it was sounding more ominous—the worst part was 
the emphasis that was put on “TIDAL SURGE”, with varying reports of between ½ a metre to 10 metres—this 
“freaked” many people—and rightly so.

From our point of view, there was no central point to gather for safety, and orders were filtering through that 
MISSION BEACH was to be EVACUATED and that final decisions should be made by 8am the next day 
(Wednesday 2nd February).

Ruth and I slept like babies and so did Stephen—but Carol walked the floor most of the night worrying.

The day of the cyclone: (Wednesday, 2nd February)

Carol, Ruth and Janine (she is the wife of Alan Taylor—they are the new owners of the 100 th Monkey café and 
friends of Stephen and Carol) made the decision to evacuate to Tully, about 30 mins drive, west from Mission 
Beach. They were invited by their neighbours from across the road to stay with them (and their dogs) at the 7th 
Day Adventist Church. We all hugged and kissed again and then they left by car about 8am.

Stephen, myself and Alan Taylor (and his 12 year old shiatsu “cross” dog-- “Barney”) decided that our safest 
place was 53 Conch Street-- in the “walk-in”. 

We had no friends who could offer us any better than what we had—some of them (Norm and Brenda 
Kempshall, in particular) lived in Wongaling in a 3 story block of units right across the road from the beach! 
They told Stephen they were going to stay in their stairwell on the 2nd floor but said most of the occupants had 
evacuated. --We stayed in our home.

I had repeated concerned calls, all day, from our daughter, Julie, and younger son, Gregory, and from friends 
and neighbours from Lemon Tree Passage and Evans Heads, begging us to evacuate.

Once we had made our decision, we never thought of evacuating but we were concerned about reports of the 
“tidal surge”, which was a worrying warning. 
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We are about 300 metres from the beach and on the “high side” of the street. We said we would look at “Plan 
B” if the water started to flood into the house—unfortunately, we had no “Plan B” other than Stephen’s 4WD 
‘ute which we left close to the house with the keys in it and locked in 4 WD—I dread to think what would have 
happened if the water rose to about 10 metres above street level!

At 4pm, we lost all power to the home BUT our home phone (and our mobiles) was all good.
However, Cyclone Yasi was now a category 5 and was destined to be the most severe and destructive cyclone 
ever to hit Australia. 

“Yasi” was due to strike about 10pm (on a receding high tide, which was 9pm) and that the full brunt of its 
awesome and destructive power, when it lands, was going to be at MISSION BEACH!

It was a long wait as we prepared ourselves to meet “Yasi”. We had a bar-b-q meal of steak and eggs, 
mushrooms and toast. After we cleaned and tidied up we had a couple of beers and WAITED! And WAITED!

By 8.45pm there were huge wind gusts and we kept shining our heavy torches out on to the road to see if we 
could see any sign of tidal surge—nothing, thank goodness.

We moved into the main bedroom and shut all the windows/doors  that were taking the brunt of the wind, 
which was coming from the street side of the house. We left slightly open, the other windows/doors on the 
opposite side of the house.

The wind and rain had increased enormously and with much ferocity. 
As it lashed the windows it was forcing water through the sills and onto the carpets. The taped windows held 
fast but it was scary to see them “bulge” every now and then when hit by a “blast” of wind.

The height of the storm was about 11.15pm and just before this we heard heavy “banging” noises coming from
the garage. 
(The house has a double garage with two Rolla Doors fitted. The L/H side (furthest side from the home) housed 
Stephen’s covered-in work trailer, 2 garbage bins, the kids toys (little trucks etc) and a heavy (about 100 kilos) 
metal profile structure (Stephen’s Building Company) and on the R/H side was Carol’s Volvo motor car. One side 
of the garage is protected by gapped, hardwood paling fence and the rear is the same but has a gate).     
Stephen and I cautiously opened the laundry door and went in and closed it behind us and then opened the 
opposite door, which leads into the garage. 
The force of the wind was something I had never encountered but when we peered quickly into the garage we 
could see the wind was forcing the L/H side Rolla door out of its tracks, as though a giant hand was pushing and
pushing. We only watched for a couple of seconds and retreated very quickly back to the main bedroom.

The very “funny” part of all this was that “Barney” and his master, Alan, slept through the vast majority of the 
storm, wedged in the walk-in, laying on the mattresses—Alan said he did wake at some stages!

At 12.10am (Thursday,3rd of Feb) it suddenly all abated! It was dead calm! 

Stephen and I went outside to check the street for any sign of tidal surge but there was none. I looked up into 
the sky expecting to see the stars but all I saw were ominous, rolling, black clouds. 

The cyclone had “blown” both garage Rolla doors out of their tracks, the L/H one was on the ground and 
wedged tight into the doorway, its fittings had been wrenched off the wall also. The R/H side door had “blown”
out of its tracks and was thrown over the top of Carol’s Volvo and wedged between the front of the car and the
rear paling wall. The two garbage bins were laying on their sides with the kids toys strewn around. The trailer 
was not damaged.

Outside the home, the cyclone had ripped the entire guttering from the front of the house. One section (about 
30 metres) had collapsed in the centre and was wedged in a “V” formation, against two stone pillars that were 
situated along the front tiled walkway. 
The other section was torn away from the front of the garage and hanging down on the ground.
I checked the rain gauge—chockablock full (750mm). It was an eerie feeling being out in the “eye”!
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At 12.40am, whilst we were still outside, light rain began to fall and we knew that stage 2 was about to descend
on us so we hurried back inside just as “Yasi’s” fury began again.

At 12.45am, it was so furious and seemed a lot fiercer than before the calm. It came with a vengeance from the
new direction at the rear of the house.

Strangely though it may seem, Stephen and I had some fitful sleep—Stephen in his double bed, myself on a 
“blow-up” mattress near the hallway.
We would both suddenly jump up when we heard a “crashing” sound and we would gingerly search the house, 
with torches, to see if all was ok—The house held fast!

We both awoke at 3.50am to hear that the worst of the cyclone had passed and was easing. The other 
“strange” thing that was noticeable were the FROGS! They never shut up—no matter how hard “Yarsi” blew 
they continued croaking—the whole time!

We all slept rather peacefully and arose about 6.30am.

The “Aftermath”:

The most damage caused by “2nd hit” was the gable at the far end of the garage was destroyed, the swimming 
pool was covered in branches and a thick carpet of leaves covered every inch of the water, every wire screen 
was covered in leaves and small debris, the TV aerial was twisted and bent and when we climbed onto the roof 
to straighten and temporarily secure the aerial we also noticed that the cyclone had “stripped” all the glad 
wrap from the “whirly birds” and wound it so tightly around the TV aerial stays that I had to get a knife to cut 
the glad wrap away! The “whirly birds” were intact but distorted and not working. The rain forest at the rear of 
the house was all gone! It was very sad to see.

To our amazement, we still had Telstra phone coverage. We contacted all our family members to say we were 
all safe, which of course included Ruth, Carol and Janine, in Tully. They told us they were all good. 
We reported in to Mission Beach Police that we were ok. They asked if we could check our immediate 
neighbours to see if all was good—it was.

Most of our neighbours had vacated but we came across 3 neighbours up the top of the street and they 
assured us all was ok—they, understandably, looked “shell-shocked”—I suppose we did to them also!

We drove down our street toward the beach and could see a lot of superficial damage. We could not get near 
the beach as fallen trees and power lines were entangled with each other. This is where Alan and Janine’s 2 
story unit was—facing the beach! He eventually got in to find only minor damage!

All around us the trees, rain forest and bush were stripped bare. Street signs and other signs (Give Way, Stop, 
etc) were either bent to the ground or pulled right out of the ground (some were untouched).

We drove down to the Mission Beach business area, a couple of minutes’ drive from home, wending our way 
around fallen trees and power lines, to see a few people out surveying the damage. Two young “surfie types” 
were walking along the street and taking photos on their mobile phones.

Alan and Janine’s café had a little damage on the roof where flashings had been torn off. Some water came in 
but did no real damage. The worst damage was to their fridge and freezer goods—when power was lost, they 
lost all their frozen and perishable foods.

The sand-bagging was very effective against the lashing rain. We saw no sign of tidal surge near his shop and 
we did not venture through the other shops across the road on the beach side, to look and see what had 
happened along their shoreline. There were a lot of trees down in this area.

The home next to the 100th Monkey café ( a good friend of Stephen, Carol and Alan and Janine) was almost 
demolished. 
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The owner, Johnny, was an in-patient in one of the hospitals undergoing treatment—this was prior to Cyclone 
Yasi’s arrival—he would be in great shock to learn about his loss. He has lived in Mission Beach all his life and 
was on a disability pension. I understand his home was not insured.

When Alan was surveying his shop he noticed that the Surf Shop, which is at the end of the other shops, had 
sand-bags placed in front of his doors. The owner (presumably) had removed sand-bags from the front of the 
adjoining shops and used them to sand-bag his doors!!

This in itself may have been ok but what rankled Alan (and others) were 2 things; 

On Australia Day, Alan approached the owners of the adjoining shops to “put in” a couple of dollars each to 
have a “sausage sizzle “for customers, and any money made was going to go towards the Queensland Flood 
Appeal. 
All the shop owners thought it was a great idea EXCEPT the Surf Shop owner—he said it would not be worth 
the effort and declined to be involved.

The other thing was, when it was apparent that Cyclone Yasi was going to lash the coast, the other adjoining 
shop owners were pitching in to go to the beach to fill sand-bags to place in front of their shops (100 sand-bags
—2 trailer loads and very arduous work)—the Surf Shop owner did not help and was nowhere to be seen! 
How would one describe the person who undertook this very sneaky and selfish act?

We came back home and “fired” up the bar-b-q for breakfast and then decided to head off to Tully (if possible) 
to surprise and collect the “girls” and bring them back home.

We made our way up to Wongaling fairly safely and drove around the area to Stephen’s friend’s (Kempshall’s) 
unit—the 3 story units. They were safe but the devastation of the trees and power lines and road subsidence 
was massive. Tidal surge came into their basements.

There was a lot of damage to some shops and homes, and as we made our way along the Tully/Mission Beach 
road to Tully it was a very sad sight. The entrances to some properties were unrecognisable because of fallen 
trees and debris. It was as though a huge scythe had been taken through the landscape. 
Whole banana plantations of acres and acres were just cut to ribbons—and no signs of their leaves or produce 
to be seen anywhere.

The only animals we saw was one wallaby by the side of the road and one dazed cassowary. There was no bird 
life or snakes to be seen anywhere. 

It was most pleasing to see road plant moving along and pushing trees etc off the road to try and make it 
passable for the incoming emergency teams that would soon arrive in the coming hours and days.

We got to the outskirts of Tully and had to negotiate to large bodies of water that covered the road for about 
100 metres in the two places. The waters came up to the bonnet of Stephen’s ‘ute and the road markers were 
just visible. We kept to the centre of the road and travelled about 2kph, the waters were not flowing and we 
negotiated them safely and continued in to Tully.

The TULLY experience:

What a sight greeted us! 
Although the bells weren’t ringing, the flashing lights at the rail crossing were down on the ground and flashing
red. The ‘Big Gumboot” Monument was still intact. It was surreal.  There was enormous damage everywhere 
we looked—houses smashed and trashed, roofs off, building facades destroyed. People were moving gingerly 
about and just surveying all the damage.

We managed to wend our way around the area and found the “girls”. They got a huge shock to see us—and us 
them. There were hugs and kisses all round as they told us their story of survival—and of others also!
They were grateful they did not stay in the church, only because they would have just been a small group of 5 
people. 
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They eventually were guided to the Tully Sugar Mill Recreation Hall which eventually housed about 70 other 
people (and their pets). 
The girls told us they had heard that the Tully Jeweller’s shop was “robbed” during the storm!!

As we were preparing to leave for Mission Beach three young English backpackers asked if they could get a ride
back. Stephen of course, said yes. 
Stephen drove with Janine and her dog “Barney” on her lap, next to him. In the rear seat was Ruth, Sarah (the 
English backpacker), and Carol. In the back of the Ute was Alan, the two young backpacker boys, myself, and 
everyone’s gear.

Our first obstacle was to cross the bridge and the first body of water. Halfway across, Stephen moved slightly to
the left to allow another vehicle on its way to Tully, to pass, and at that point our vehicle veered off to the edge
of the road and leant on a precarious angle with water coming into the cabin on the passenger’s side. All 
attempts to reverse back (in “low,low” range) were futile so everyone except Stephen quickly abandoned the 
vehicle fearing it was going to tip over. 

Ruth was the most traumatised. The water was up to her knees and her handbag, with her mobile phone in it,  
was submerged. She thought she was going to die. 

My vision of all that was happening was to see a single file of people all carrying gear above their heads, 
carefully wading in the middle of the road, thigh deep in water, to reach the safety of dry land some 50 meters 
away. Carol told us later how Ruth was very frightened and clinging on to her hand tightly as they crossed. 

Stephen kept the motor going and me and Alan stayed with him until a truck, on its way to Tully, stopped to 
help. He reversed back, hooked up a tow rope, and pulled us safely back onto the road (about 2 meters). After 
thanking him, we drove on to meet up with the others on the dry part of the road and loaded up again.

There was no way Ruth was going to get back in the cab whilst we negotiated the second body of water. 
She sat in the back of the Ute with the two young backpackers and myself. We continued back to Wongaling 
through very heavy rain and dropped the backpackers off safely. They were very well mannered and ever so 
grateful.

I wonder if they thought the incident in the Ute was worse than “Yasi”?
-------------------------------------------------------

Some observations I have made:

1. There is too much conflicting and contradictory information. One body should be responsible for 
relaying disaster information. The media “sensationalise” their reports.

2. Small communities like Mission Beach, Wongaling, Bingle Bay etc. need a cyclone proof facility/ies to 
cater for however many people it can “house”--with all that that entails. 

3. There should be a “NOTICE BOARD” in this facility to show current information (as it pertains to their 
community), and the time of the next bulletin. Rumours and the like need to be quashed quickly. Fear 
quickly turns to panic if not allayed. 

4. This facility should also be equipped with emergency power and communications, among other 
necessary items, to be operated by the person/s in charge of the facility. (Pets should also be catered 
for). 

-------------------------------------------------


