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‘‘If there’s better
things out
there, I’ll leave.’’

Memories of mustard gas
■ From page 1

SECRET HISTORY: WWII veteran Arthur Lewis says he bunked in this East Innisfail home during trials of mustard gas in 1944.
WHAT IS MUSTARD GAS?
The sulfur mustards, of which mustard
gas is a member, are a class of related
cytotoxic, vesicant chemical warfare
agents with the ability to form large
blisters on exposed skin.
In their pure form most sulfur mustards
are colourless, odourless, viscous liquids
at room temperature. When used as
warfare agents they are usually yellowbrown in colour and have an odour
resembling mustard plants, garlic or
horseradish, hence the trivial name.
from Atherton travelled to Innisfail to
be a part of the tests, using the
endurance course to work up a sweat
before going to the lab and exposing
themselves to mustard gas in order to
test the chemical’s effectiveness.
‘‘It sounds horrible but we were
trying to mimic the conditions of
Papua New Guinea and learn how we
could make the gas work the best and

■ An employment expo to be held at the high school
later this year will further promote local jobs prospects.
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students access to resources, industry support
and
net wor ki ng
opportunities for future employment.
‘‘For Great Southern,
this program is a long term
investment that we believe
will encourage more
students into a forestry career,’’ Ms Edwards said.
‘‘We have a range of
projects underway that
students may be able to tap
in to.’’
Great Southern has plantations in all states and
territories growing eucalypts, acacias, African mahogany and teak trees.

The Federal Department of Defence was asked to
verify the details of this story, but was unable to
respond by the time of publication.

■ Find more at www.greatsouthern.com.au or by calling
1800 258 348
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PLANTATION manager
Great Southern Limited has
developed a Student Support Program to assist university students studying
forestry.
The program is aimed at
boosting student enrolments in forestry science,
natural resource management and other related
fields and is open to all
tertiary institutions.
To date, the University of
Queensland, University of
Melbourne and Murdoch
University in Western Australia have participated in
the program.
Principal Research Forester Justine Edwards said
it had been designed to give

they were allowed to mix with was an
old Italian woman living in the area
who did their washing.
‘‘She would clean all of our
clothes, which were pretty sweaty
because we did all of our work
between December and March and
because it was so wet she would dry
our clothes in front of an old wooden
stove.’’
Though his time in Innisfail was not
always pleasant, Mr Lewis said the
town would always hold a special
place in his heart.
‘‘I’m just amazed at how much the
place has changed,’’ he said.
‘‘We had a real hard time here just
dealing with the heat and climate but
I’ll never forget this place.’’



Timber offers option

we had reason to believe the gas was
the most effective when you were
perspiring,’’ he said.
‘‘The volunteers were paid one
shilling a day extra on top of their six
shillings to be ‘guinea pigs’.’’
Local author and historian Ray
Ovendon, who is also compiling a
book on the war period in Innisfail,
said he was 16 when the chemical
warfare armourers came to town.
‘‘I remember seeing them marching
along the river and they were usually
covered in bandages,’’ he said.
‘‘We all knew they were there but
didn’t know why.
‘‘There were even intelligence officers in town who would make sure noone was talking about it.’’
Mr Lewis said he also remembered
the secrecy, saying the only civilian

‘‘We’ve offered traineeships in business
administration, library, horticulture, civil
construction and information technology,’’
council’s recruitment and training officer
Paula Plaatzer said.
‘‘We work a fair bit with Cairns Regional
Group Training and other organisations in
looking after our trainees and apprentices.’’
Ms Plaatzer said up to two-thirds of the
council’s workforce were Innisfail
students.
‘‘I’m born and bred here and we’ve got
guys like planning services manager Dan
Horton who went to school in Innisfail and
went away to uni and has now come back
to work here,’’ she said.
High schools are also working hard to
increase student awareness of local career
opportunities, with Innisfail State School
having initiated ongoing work experience
programs leading to school-based traineeships.
‘‘We’ve got a program about to start at
Warrina Home, where 13 students will be
getting an introduction to the careers
available at the home,’’ said ISHS head of
senior schooling, Tanya Martin.
‘‘They will be attending with a view to
starting traineeships in areas such as
nursing and nursing aides, hospitality,
activities coordination, administration and
grounds and maintenance.’’
Ms Martin said building relationships
between schools and employers held
benefits for both local business and
students.
‘‘They need people who want to stay in
town and we have a group of students who
don’t necessary want to leave town but
who feel they might have to,’’ she said.
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Work experience
leading to ideas
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STROLLING through the streets of
Innisfail brings back mixed emotions
for one airforce veteran, who has
made only his second trip north since
his days as a chemical warfare
armourer during World War II.
Aged 19, a young Arthur Lewis,
who hailed from Penrith, west of
Sydney, travelled to Innisfail with the
rest of his company to undertake
experiments on the effect of mustard
gas. Driving along Corinda Street in
East Innisfail, Mr Lewis, now 83, can
still point to the spot where an old
Queenslander sat – converted into an
experiment station – as well as the
humble shack the group called home
in 1944.
‘‘It is definitely a different place
now,’’ Mr Lewis said.
‘‘Back when we were here the
buildings we used were pretty much
the only ones in the area and the few
roads here were all dirt.
‘‘I came back 15 years ago with my
wife and the house we all lived in was
still standing and I’m glad to see it’s
still there now because it holds a lot of
memories for me.’’
Mr Lewis clearly remembers the
street, with the former research station
sitting on the back of the block where
earthmoving company IMEC now
stands, and the slab for the recreation
hall used by the young officers is still
visible on the grounds of the BMX
track.
‘‘(Wright) park and all the houses
alongside it used to be the showgrounds from what I remember, and
there was a small house which was
probably owned by the caretaker
where the toilet block is,’’ Mr Lewis
said. ‘‘There was also an endurance
course in the park that army volunteers would use.’’
According to Mr Lewis, volunteers
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— Student Dylan
Bouckley-Simmons
eyes the mines

Alita Pashley
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