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History of the World War (vol. 3, 1919)

“The First German Gas Attack & the New Gas Warfare”

by Major S. J. M. Auld

Somewhere about the middle of the month [i.e., April, 1915] we heard that in somebody else’s summary had appeared a paragraph to the effect that a deserter from the German lines up in the salient had told a cock-and-bull story of how they intended to poison us all with a cloud of gas, and that tanks full of poison gas were already installed in their trenches.

The First Appearance

Of course nobody believed him.  The statement was “passed for information for what it is worth.” . . . And then, about a week later, on April 22, 1915, was launched the first gas attack; and another constant horror was added to an already somewhat unpleasant war.  Details about the attack are still somewhat meagre, for the simple reason that the men who could have told much about it never came back . . .

Try to imagine the feelings and the condition of the coloured troops as they saw the vast cloud of greenish-yellow gas spring out of the ground and slowly move down wind towards them, the vapor clinging to the earth, seeking out every hole and hollow and filling the trenches and shell holes as it came.  First wonder, then fear; then, as the first fringes of the cloud enveloped them and left them choking and agonized in the fight for breath—panic.  Those who could move broke and ran, trying, generally in vain, to outstrip the cloud which followed inexorably after them.

The majority of those in the front line were killed—some, let us hope, immediately, but most of them slowly and horribly.  It is not my intention to try to play upon feelings, but those of us who have seen men badly gassed can only think with horror of a battlefield covered with such 

cases . . . 

Later Developments

During the last two years, and particularly during the last year, the use of gas shell by the enemy has so increased in importance and extent as to indicate that the Germans regard this weapon as one of the most effective in their possession.  At the present time practically all their gas attacks are carried out by means of shell.  For the time being the “cloud” or “wave” gas attack appears to be in the background.  It has been estimated that more than one fourth and possibly something like a third of all the shell of all calibres fired by the Germans are filled with poisonous gases . . .

All calibres of guns, howitzers, and trench mortars are used by the Boche to fire gas shell.  This gives him every variation in range from a few hundred yards up to miles, and with the largest shell, allows of more than fifty pounds of gas to be forced into the atmosphere from each round fired.  And the gases used are so potent that they are effective when diluted with many thousand times their volume of air.

The great advantage of the gas shell is that it combines the accuracy of fire of the ordinary shell with a much wider killing range and is much more lasting . . . It consequently has greater opportunity for putting men out of action than high explosive or shrapnel, which have no persistence and the effects of which may be very much localized.  Owing to the ability of gas to move around corners the gas shell can take on targets which are denied to the high explosive or shrapnel . . .

At present the Germans use only three kinds of shell . . . The shell of each type are distinctively marked with coloured crosses from which the gases themselves are consequently named.  The three kinds are the Green Cross, the Yellow Cross, and the Blue Cross.  The Green Cross gas is the chief killing gas.  Chemically speaking, it is trichlormethylchloroformate.  It is the most powerful asphyxiant and is the same kind of poison as the celebrated phosgen which is used in the cloud attacks . . .  Like phosgen it has a “delayed” action and a man slightly gassed with it may think he is all right and then be taken ill and possibly succumb several hours later . . . 

Mustard Gas

The Yellow Cross gas is the celebrated “mustard gas.” It is the gas, par excellence, for persisting.  It will hang about, even in the open, for hours and possibly for days and if it once gets into a dugout, the latter is very difficult to ventilate even with the aid of fires.  Mustard gas is not primarily a “killing” gas though it will do that as well if breathed for a long time.  Its chief value lies in the fact that, though it can be detected by its mustard or garlic-like smell and by the irritation it causes to the eyes, nose, and throat it is not sufficiently objectionable at first to cause any alarm.  The effects come on later—possibly hours later—and develop in intensity until the man affected becomes a definite, if not permanent, casualty.  The parts chiefly affected are the eyes and throat.  The eyes suffer excruciating pain, swell up and discharge and, in fact, become temporarily blind.  The throat and lungs get inflamed and corroded and bronchitis and possibly pneumonia are likely to be developed.

The mustard gas also burns the skin, especially if actual drops of liquid come into contact with it . . . the skin burning is the least important poisonous property and in itself is responsible for very few casualties.  The chief effects are on the eyes and the respiratory passages . . .

The third member of the trilogy, the Blue Cross Shell, is quite different from the other two.  For one thing, the active component is a solid and for another the shell itself is a high-explosive shell of almost full violence . . . When the shell bursts the solid chemical is atomized and distributed into the atmosphere in the form of tiny particles which even in very small concentrations cause intense sneezing and are also very irritant to the eyes and lungs . . . [It] is generally known simply as “sneezing gas.” . . . 402-408]

