
Poison gases used in WW1 

Chlorine gas 

First used on a large scale by the German forces at the Second 

Battle of Ypres in April 1915. Chlorine is denser than air, with a 

pale green colour and a strong, bleach-like odour which soldier 

described as a ‘mix of pineapple and pepper’. It reacts with water in 

the lungs to form hydrochloric acid, which can quickly lead to death. At lower 

concentrations, it can cause coughing, vomiting, and irritation to the eyes. However, 

chlorine’s effectiveness was short-lived. Its obvious appearance, and strong odour, 

made it easy to spot, and the fact that chlorine is water-soluble 

meant that even soldiers without gas masks could minimise its 

effectiveness by placing water-soaked rags over their mouth and 

nose. Additionally, the initial method of its release posed problems, 

as the British learnt to their detriment when they attempted to use 

chlorine at Loos in France. The released gas changed direction as the wind changed, 

engulfing the British lines instead of those of the enemy, and leading to a large number 

of self-inflicted casualties.  

Phosgene gas 

Phosgene was first at the Second battle of Ypres by the Germans in December 1915 

(although some sources state the French were the first to employ it). It was also used 

at the Somme in 1916. Phosgene is a colourless gas, with an odour likened to that of 

‘musty hay’. It is highly toxic, and causes suffocation. Phosgene gas accounted for 85% 

of gas-related deaths in WW1. 

Phosgene was much more effective and deadly than chlorine, though one drawback was 

that the symptoms could sometimes take up to 48 hours to manifest. Its immediate 

effects are coughing, and irritation to the eyes and respiratory tract. Subsequently, it 

can cause the build-up of fluid in the lungs, leading to death.  



Mustard gas  

Introduced by Germany in July 1917 prior to the Third 

Battle of Ypres. They outfitted artillery shells and grenades 

with mustard gas that they fired in the vicinity of the troop 

target.  

When you first encounter mustard gas, you may 

not even know anything is about to affect you. The 

best way to detect mustard gas is through smell. 

Soldiers exposed to mustard gas had a hard time 

detecting a gas attack but noticed a funny smell. 

We know mustard gas is difficult to detect unless 

you're under a direct attack. It's even harder to 

notice in contaminated areas where the gas has 

settled. That posed a problem for soldiers walking through an exposed area that 

underwent an attack say two days earlier. The chemical agent would stay in the ground 

for weeks, depending on the temperature. The colder the ground, the longer the 

mustard gas would linger. 

At the time the Germans began using the chemical, gas masks proved useless because 

mustard gas could penetrate the filters and mask housing. Not only that, but chemical 

suits hadn't been used yet, so mustard gas had the whole body to attack. And a little 

went a long way. One drop of the chemical weapon could cause skin burns on people 

within 10 cubic meters. However, mustard gas accounted for only 2-3% of deaths in 

WW1. 

 


