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GROUND ZERO FOR

CHEMICAL TESTING

Estelle Sanchez

A former Queensland resident
has unveiled a dark secret
about hey former i
exposing how the L
them as guinea pigs to test
PO OUs gas.

Recently turning 100, Mar-
garel Newman divulged the
hidden past o her grand-
daughter Andrea  Newman,
decades after the government
went to great efforts to keep
the shocking  experiments
under wraps.

Margaret was just 21 when
she embarked on the journey
of a lifetime, pleading with her
father to enlist in the Austra-
lian Army Medical Women's
Services.

That decision would send
her thousands of kilometres
) er_hometown in

uth /
the small township of Proser-
pine in the Whitsundays.

“1 was looking fn

“The Fﬁmﬁx Wal hecame a

very real threat come 1942
Japanese forces advanced to-
wards Auslra launching air
raids on Darwin and Broome,
attacking ships offshore, and
sending midget submarines
into Sydney Harbour.

In a strategy to pain the
upper edge, a plan was hatched
between the US and Australian
forces to experiment on and
train people in chemical war
fare at “secret” facilities.

This is where Margaret was
sent in 1944, to work as an
army officer’s secretary
srpine. recording che:
cal testings carried out on army
volunteers by the Ist Fields
Trial Lmnmnv Royal Austra-

But it wasn't something she
allowed to share with her
family.

“Anyone who did write

about it had it erased from their
letters,” Margaret said, adding
all correspondence was proof-
read without fail,

BUT WHAT WAS BEING

Proserpine’s Australian Field
Experimental Station, or the
Permanent Chemical Warfare
Station, was on private prop-
erty at Gunyarra, next-door to
where the Whitsunday Coast
Airportis now and not far from
the Bruce Highway.

planes to test the army’s pro-
tective gear plus develop oint-
ments to treat chemical burns.

“We would have to dress up
in fully impregnated clothing
and go out to the fields .. to
take samples of the air with gas
in it,and we sampled the gas on
cardboard,” Margaret said.

“We did this to relieve the
men because (they) found it a
very tiresome task.

“They didn't stand up to it as
well as we did, it was a very de-
manding job in the middle of a

e

‘There they sprayed
gas or dropped bombs from

“Some of the men when they
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did it threw up in their gas
masks, but the women never
did.

Margarel said the clothing
provisions included gas masks,
army greens, and oil skin
gloves and boots, but some vol-
unteers went without any pro-
tective equipment.

“The nursing staff attended
to them and v |..r|m‘|l
didn't see alotof their injuries”
she said.

“What 1 did see was quite
nasty blisters, We didn’t ques-
tion what we were doing, we
weretoldtodoil”

THE IMPORTANCE TO
REMEMBER

Margaret’s son Paul Newman
said his mum turned 100 on
November 1, but she no longer

remembers her wartime ser-
vice as she has dementia.

Mr Newman believed his
mum was the only person still
alive that was part of the secret
experiments at the Gunyarra
centre and that it was “so im-
portant” to remember  her
story.

“We prefer to remember her
when she was wonderful,” he
said.



