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❐ EXPOSING A MURKY PAST:

Clean up
for our
wartime
secrets
Story and photo: LEN ASHWORTH
The role of Marrangaroo Army Depot
in a top secret chemical warfare operation during World War II was
revealed in somewhat sensational
disclosures late last year.
At that time it was disclosed that
no one was really sure what remnants
from those dark days of 1940-45
remained buried beneath the paddocks at Marrangaroo.
But six decades after the guns fell
silent the Defence Department made
it clear that it was anxious to make
amends for the sloppy military

housekeeping of that era.
Now what is expected to be the
final act in that saga is about to get
under way.
When investigations began last
year it was publicly confirmed for the
first time what had been whispered
about since the end of the war.
Marrangaroo had been central to
the ‘tit for tat’ preparedness by the
Australian Armed Forces to fight a
chemical war if the feared Japanese
invasion occurred.
컄 Continued Page 2

Enjoy Oz Day
SHOWING THE FLAG: Australiana symbols have been in hot demand in the lead up to Australia Day.
Even some local taxis are displaying Australian flags as they do their rounds and it seems there are
more flags on private vehicles than in past years. Lithgow Reject Shop manager Megan Mason and
Tim Hughes are all decked out and ready for Monday’s celebration. Full details of Lithgow district
celebrations appear on page five.
Photo: JEFF GEDDES
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NEWS

Mountains graffiti score
It’s official! The Blue Mountains Local
Government area has been declared one
of the worst in the State for graffiti vandalism.
The fact that the Mountains has long
had a serious problem with graffiti has for
a long time been evident to visitors and
locals.
Now just how bad this environmental
vandalism has become is confirmed in
official crime statistics.
Figures released this week listed the
Blue Mountains in the top 10 Council
areas in New South Wales.
According to CrimeStoppers NSW the
listing included residential, commercial
and all other categories of property .
CrimeStoppers Chief Executive Peter
Price has urged property owners to
become more proactive in addressing the
issue.
“We are encouraging the community

to look after their own areas,” Mr Price
said.
“By leaving graffiti in place you start to
devalue suburbs.”
He said graffiti vandalism was a crime.
Mr Price also called on people in any
community with information regarding
offenders to phone anonymously to
CrimeStoppers on 1800 333 000.
He advised property owners to immediately report graffiti vandalism to police,
to remove graffiti within 48 hours, plant
more shrubbery, and install better lighting in vandalism prone areas.
Katoomba Chamber of Commerce
spokesman Mark Jarvis said the report
was disappointing but added that the situation in at least Katoomba and Blaxland
had improved since the introduction of a
graffiti removal trailer to quickly paint
over the offending scrawl, particularly in

laneways.
Blue Mountains Councillor Mark
Greenhill said the fact that the Mountains
area was in the top 10 in graffiti statistics
was startling news and should be of concern to every resident.
“Graffiti damages the look of local
communities. It ruins the appearance for
locals and visitors,” he said.
Authorities in the Mountains are planning a summit of stakeholders to deal
with the issue.
Police have blamed much of the vandalism in the Lithgow area on offenders
traveling from the Mountains and, in fact,
most arrests have involved Mountains
residents.
Lithgow Council has also threatened
action against property owners who do
not remove graffiti but has failed to follow
through on the warnings.

Railway
delays

JUST IN CASE: Marrangaroo residents inspect a personal decontamination cocoon to be used as a
safety precaution during the chemical warfare clearance at Marrangaroo Army Depot.

Our dark wartime secret
컄 From Page 1

This are became the central storage facility
for mustard gas and phosgene bombs, utilising
the disused railway tunnel adjacent to the
Great Western Highway.
The top secret, and technically illegal, chemical stores were guarded by dogs so savage that
they even had the resident military personnel
seriously frightened.
There were similar storage facilities in old
tunnels at Clarence (now part of the Zig Zag
railway) and at Blaxland in the lower Blue
Mountains.
But Marrangaroo was central to the operation, with the chemical warfare teams sharing
the disguised military depot with the RAAF and
Army using the base for distribution of more
conventional ammunition.
Last year the Defence Department
announced a thorough investigation into
claims that chemical warfare ordnance had
been buried on the depot property, an area still
used today by the various services for explosives training.
They appointed one of the department’s top
explosive clearance experts, Major Kevin
Cuthbertson, to supervise the operation.
The investigation identified several sites
around the south western corner of the base
where ammunition, including the chemical
warfare
items,
had
been
buried.
Trial excavations uncovered a number of mustard gas shells and phosgene cylinders.
All were so far found to have been emptied.
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The digs also revealed some live rounds of
conventional ammunition as well as many
thousands of other rounds scattered about the
surface and contributing to a heavy metal contamination problem.
This investigation led to public information
days where Marrangaroo residents were
advised of decontamination programs to be
undertaken.
Now the department has announced that
the full scale excavation is beginning with
intensive safety and security precautions in
place.
The precautions include the erection of
sophisticated containment tents over each dig
site to prevent the escape of any toxic vapours
that may be unearthed.
Personal decontamination facilities are also
being installed.
A specialist company, Milsearch, has been
contracted to carry out the operation.
Special Projects Manager, Dave Humphreys,
said it had unfortunately been necessary to
remove a number of trees to make from for the
protection measures.
Training for all staff involved in the challenging project will continue until February 6 when
there will be an on site familiarisation for all
local emergency organisations, including medical resources.
Full scale excavations begin on February 9
and Mr Humphreys said that if all goes according to schedule the project should be completed some time in May.

Travellers on the City
Rail Blue Mountains
line will need to pay
attention to timetable
changes as a result of
further trackwork this
weekend.
The trackwork will
add an hour to the trip
between Lithgow and
Sydney.
Today and tomorrow
buses will be replacing
trains between Penrith
and Central.
The trains operating
between Lithgow and
Penrith will also be running to an amended
timetable.
City Rail spokesman
Metodi Jovanovski said
that rail passengers on
the Blue Mountains line
should allow for an
additional 60 minutes
traveling time
For more information on alternative traveling
arrangements
passengers can check at
their local station, call
the Infoline on 131500
or visit the website
www.cityrail.info

NOTICE TO OUR
CONTRIBUTORS
A reminder to our
valued
correspondents
that all Letters to
the Editor must
carry the name
and address and,
if available, the
phone number of
the writer for
purposes of
verification. Only
in very
exceptional
circumstances
with genuine
reasons for
confidentiality will
letters be printed
without the name
and town of the
writer. Under no
circumstances will
the Mercury
consider
anonymous letters
or phone calls.

SAINT
Lack of action
NO one will be surprised at the news that
the Blue Mountains Council area has been
officially listed with the unwelcome
distinction among the 10 worst areas for
graffiti vandalism in the State. It’s a
problem that has been distressingly
rampant in the Mountains for years. Even
recently completed new highway
infrastructure is being defaced almost as
soon as it is opened to the public. One of
the biggest contributing factors is that
property owners — private, Government
and Council — have all been notoriously
too slow to remove the offending scrawl.
This simply encourages more of the same.
One has to wonder what sort of
satisfaction these strange people get from
defacing other people’s property. They
clearly have a screw loose somewhere but
their activities are an unfortunate fact of
life everywhere. In Greater Lithgow the
problem is not as bad as in the Mountains
but here too we’re too slow to respond to
graffiti attacks and that has to be a matter
of concern.

Long memories
OUR revelations earlier this week of an
attempt to derail the Royal Train at
Bowenfels during a tour by the Queen and
Prince Phillip back in 1970 prompted a
response from retired railwayman Gordon
Shannon, of Rydal. Gordon was the
signalman on duty in the Wallerawang East
signal box on the night of the incident. He
said an Assistant Station Master had also
been assigned to duty in the box until the
train passed. He said the phones between
the signal box and the signals branch
control in Lithgow were running hot when
the Royal Train failed to arrive at
Wallerawang and no one knew why. It was
late at night, around midnight, he recalled
and in those days there was no direct
communication with train crews. “We had
no way of knowing it was stopped at
Bowenfels,” he said. “Everyone was very
relieved when we informed them some time
later that the train had gone through Wang
,” he said. Gordon said that no one in the
railway was ever informed what had
happened but there were soon plenty of
rumours going around. He said the word in
railway circles was that the object placed
across the tracks was an old signals post,
a thick and heavy square length of timber.
He said the earlier incident with detonators
at the track at Blackheath had been traced
to an over enthusiastic youthful railway
employee who ‘wanted to draw the Queen’s
attention so he could wave to her. He said
the Royal Train’s schedule between Sydney
and Orange was no secret to railwaymen.
Gordon worked at the Wang signal box for
28 years until his retirement in 1994.

That holiday feeling
IT must be a holiday weekend; petrol prices
at the Woolworths outlet in Lithgow shot up
further to stratospheric levels of just short
of $1.19 per litre this week just in time for
the break, a rise of quite a huge
percentage in a very short time. The
cheapest we could find around the district
yesterday was at the United outlets at
Marrangaroo and Lidsdale which were
$107.7 for unleaded, and at Mort Street
($108.7) . At the Coles Shell outlet and BP
Tweed it was $114.9. At the same time
the column was receiving calls from
readers letting us know of the very rare
occurrence of fuel being available much
more cheaply in Bathurst.

We’re the real bunnies
WE hate to say we told you so but we told
you so. Not even a month out from
Christmas and the Easter Eggs and hot
cross buns have already been appearing in
the shops over the past week. Please
excuse the cynical smirk.

