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Shortcuts
Chemical weapons Winston Churchill's shocking use of

chemical weapons
The use of chemical weapons in Syria has outraged the world.
But it is easy to forget that Britain has used them : and that
Winston Churchill was a powerful advocate for them

Winston Churchill speaking at a munitions factory in Ponders End, 1916. Photograph: Hulton
Archive

Giles Milton
Sun 1 Sep 2013 14.30 EDT

174

7 Sep 2013 14:45 0

He was paid to agitate against war with Germany ?

That makes no sense.

You might be trying to say, that he was paid to agitate FOR war AGAINST Germany, which is
something entirely different.

Report

6 Sep 2013 10:07 0

Churchill the liar and warmonger who was paid to agitate against war with Germany. That's
documented.

Report

7 Sep 2013 5:45 0

Whatever else he may have advocated, the fact is war against Germany was necessary -
that too is documented.

Report

View more comments

comments ;174?
This discussion is now
closed for comments but
you can still sign in or create
your Guardian account to
join the discussion next
time

Sort by
Newest

Per page
100

Display threads
Collapsed

ennosanchez

Brahmpur

AllezAllezAllez      Brahmpur

Most popular

World
 

Europe
 

US
 

Americas
 

Asia
 

Australia
 

Middle East
 

Africa
 

Inequality
 

Global development
 

© 2022 Guardian News & Media Limited or its affiliated companies. All rights reserved. (modern)

     

Sign up for the Guardian Today email

All the day's headlines and highlights from
the Guardian, direct to you every morning

Email address Sign up

About us

Contact us

Complaints &
corrections

SecureDrop

Work for us

California resident
– Do Not Sell

Privacy policy

Cookie policy

Terms &
conditions

Help

All topics

All writers

Digital newspaper
archive

Facebook

YouTube

Instagram

LinkedIn

Twitter

Newsletters

Advertise with us

Guardian Labs

Search jobs

Back to top

News Opinion Sport Culture Lifestyle

News Opinion Sport Culture Lifestyle

Most viewed
 

 

 

 

 

Advertisement

The super;rich live on a
different planet. Their
thoughts on US salaries
prove it

‘House of Trump is
crumbling’: why ex;
president’s legal net is
tightening

Maine man carrying own
severed arm saved by
workers sanding sidewalks

Two Canadians killed after
tourists shot at Mexican
beach resort hotel

Arizona Democrats censure
Kyrsten Sinema for voting
rights failure

An erosion of democratic norms. An escalating climate emergency.
Corrosive racial inequality. A crackdown on the right to vote. Rampant pay
inequality. America is in the fight of its life.

For 10 years, the Guardian US has brought an international lens with a
focus on justice to its coverage of America. Globally, more than 1.5 million
readers, from 180 countries, have recently taken the step to support the
Guardian financially – keeping us open to all, and fiercely independent. We
couldn’t do this without readers like you.

With no shareholders or billionaire owner, we can set our own agenda and
provide trustworthy journalism that’s free from commercial and political
influence, offering a counterweight to the spread of misinformation. When
it’s never mattered more, we can investigate and challenge without fear or
favour. It is reader support that makes our high-impact journalism possible
and gives us the energy to keep doing journalism that matters.

Unlike many others, Guardian journalism is available for everyone to read,
regardless of what they can afford to pay. We do this because we believe in
information equality.

We aim to offer readers a comprehensive, international perspective on
critical events shaping our world. We are committed to upholding our
reputation for urgent, powerful reporting on the climate emergency, and
made the decision to reject advertising from fossil fuel companies, divest
from the oil and gas industries, and set a course to achieve net zero
emissions by 2030.

Every contribution, however big or small, powers our journalism and
sustains our future.

Support the Guardian from as little as $1 – it only takes a minute. Thank
you.

Continue Remind me in March

Topics
  
    

Reuse this content

S ecrecy was paramount. Britain's imperial general staff knew there
would be outrage if it became known that the government was
intending to use its secret stockpile of chemical weapons. But
Winston Churchill, then secretary of state for war, brushed aside

their concerns. As a long-term advocate of chemical warfare, he was
determined to use them against the Russian Bolsheviks. In the summer of
1919, 94 years before the devastating strike in Syria, Churchill planned and
executed a sustained chemical attack on northern Russia.

The British were no strangers to the use of chemical weapons. During the
third battle of Gaza in 1917, General Edmund Allenby had fired 10,000 cans of
asphyxiating gas at enemy positions, to limited effect. But in the final
months of the first world war, scientists at the governmental laboratories at
Porton in Wiltshire developed a far more devastating weapon: the top secret
"M Device", an exploding shell containing a highly toxic gas called
diphenylaminechloroarsine. The man in charge of developing it, Major
General Charles Foulkes, called it "the most effective chemical weapon ever
devised".

Trials at Porton suggested that it was indeed a terrible new weapon.
Uncontrollable vomiting, coughing up blood and instant, crippling fatigue
were the most common reactions. The overall head of chemical warfare
production, Sir Keith Price, was convinced its use would lead to the rapid
collapse of the Bolshevik regime. "If you got home only once with the gas
you would find no more Bolshies this side of Vologda."The cabinet was
hostile to the use of such weapons, much to Churchill's irritation. He also
wanted to use M Devices against the rebellious tribes of northern India. "I am
strongly in favour of using poisoned gas against uncivilised tribes," he
declared in one secret memorandum. He criticised his colleagues for their
"squeamishness", declaring that "the objections of the India Office to the use
of gas against natives are unreasonable. Gas is a more merciful weapon than
[the] high explosive shell, and compels an enemy to accept a decision with
less loss of life than any other agency of war."

He ended his memo on a note of ill-placed black humour: "Why is it not fair
for a British artilleryman to fire a shell which makes the said native sneeze?"
he asked. "It is really too silly."

A staggering 50,000 M Devices were shipped to Russia: British aerial attacks
using them began on 27 August 1919, targeting the village of Emtsa, 120 miles
south of Archangel. Bolshevik soldiers were seen fleeing in panic as the green
chemical gas drifted towards them. Those caught in the cloud vomited
blood, then collapsed unconscious.

The attacks continued throughout September on many Bolshevik-held
villages: Chunova, Vikhtova, Pocha, Chorga, Tavoigor and Zapolki. But the
weapons proved less effective than Churchill had hoped, partly because of
the damp autumn weather. By September, the attacks were halted then
stopped. Two weeks later the remaining weapons were dumped in the White
Sea. They remain on the seabed to this day in 40 fathoms of water.
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