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APPENDIX Q
JAPANESE CHEMICAL WARFARE MUNITIONS617

A captured Japanese respirator, type 93 no. 3 which was returned to advanced Land Headquarters 
for examination. St. Lucia, Queensland. October 1942. There was considerable evidence that 
the Japanese were prepared for chemical warfare. © Australian War Memorial 069415

617  From AWM193 353 Part 1 ‘Notes on Japanese Chemical Warfare LHQ Technical Notes 
7’ unless otherwise stated. The following caveat is from Jeff Osborne: ‘Research into pre-
1946 chemical weapons of Japanese manufacture is characterised by a nearly complete 
lack of accurate available information. During the early years of WWII Japanese chemical 
warfare programs were run with a very high level of secrecy, and until late in the war very little 
information escaped. Intelligence documents produced during the war (on which this chapter is 
based) attempted to address the subject, but the information they provided was often conflicting, 
and of questionable accuracy. At the end of WWII most of the production sites and technical 
information was destroyed or removed by Allied forces, to prevent reuse and for intelligence 
value. Eventually many of the chemical weapons in China and Japan were buried as an attempted 
means of destruction. Due to postwar Allied downsizing and generally poor accountability of 
documents, little effort was spent analysing and examining the chemical weapons of a defeated 
enemy. As such, data was lost and little of the postwar information on these weapons may be 
found today.’ From ‘Introduction to Japanese CW: Handbook of pre-1946 Chemical Weapons. 
Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons. Revision 1 January 2005’.
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GENERAL OBSERVATIONS618 

Colour Markings

A list of the general Japanese markings on chemical munitions was obtained 
from several captured documents and many munitions were examined during 
the war. Despite this, the Allies were uncertain as to the significance of some of 
the chemical warfare colouration, as the following attests. A composite picture 
is presented below:

Blue619  – lung/choking irritants – phosgene
Green – lachrymators/tear –  Chloracetophenone
Red – sternutators/nose – Diphenylcyanarsine
Yellow –vesicants (blister) – mustard gas (yperite), lewisite620 

Maroon/Brown – direct/systemic poisons – hydrocyanic acid (prussic acid).

618  Notes on the use of gas by the Japanese were received from the Chinese, with comments 
made by the latter. The notes were in brief tabular form and dealt mainly with tactics. 
The use of gas (termed ‘special smoke’) was to be concentrated on gases of immediate 
effectiveness used to lower enemy morale just before the Japanese infantry attacked. 
Any delay in launching such an attack was only permissible when preparations for the 
attack were incomplete. Deception by the use of screening smoke, either before use of the 
toxic smoke or mixed with it, was to be used, especially as the toxic smoke had a white 
colour which made its use alone in daylight inadvisable. The gas was to be concentrated 
on a narrow front; if it was necessary to release it over a long period, it was to be used 
intermittently.  For methods of use, mortars and hand grenades were specially mentioned; 
aircraft spray, on the other hand, was much affected by the speed and direction of the 
wind. Effective concentration of gas from artillery shells could only be obtained by 
surprise shoots. It was, however, specially noted that gas should not be employed where 
it could not be followed up by a Japanese infantry charge, and that it was dependent on 
weather conditions; hence an alternative plan in case of unsuitable conditions was to be 
prepared. Each battalion was equipped with one set of meteorological equipment for use in 
forecasting. Finally, the necessity for thorough security measures was emphasised; before 
using these weapons the character ‘Aka’ which signified poison gas was to be removed 
from them, and ‘tubes’ and other traces destroyed after use. All enemy found suffering 
the effects of gas were to be killed and special care taken to protect orders for the use of 
gas. Practices involving the use of gas were to be kept secret by posting patrols around the 
area and gas was not to be used in areas where neutrals were living. These instructions 
appear to have been faithfully followed, as evidence of Japanese use of gas against the 
Chinese – perhaps also against the British in Malaya—was very difficult to obtain and 
especially to confirm.

619  Sometimes the colours were referred to as agents, e.g., blue agent, green agent etc.
620  Manufactured by the ‘thidioglycol’ process.
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This general scheme applied to the bands with which the weapons were marked 
but not to the body colours which tended to vary. All chemical and HE shell bore 
a yellow and white band which reputedly indicated a ‘common explosive shell’, 
i.e., a shell constructed of forged steel containing an explosive charge. For artillery 
gas and mortar gas the following were reported: body colour: filled vesicant – grey; 
filled chlorpicrin – scarlet black symbols. In terms of colour bands, all chemical 
and incendiary projectiles were believed to have had a red nose tip, with a blue 
band immediately beneath. The red tip was thought to indicate a filled shell and 
the blue band a chemical filling, thus conventional high explosive (HE) shells 
had a red tip without a blue band. Artillery shell filled with vesicant had a white 
band immediately above the driving band and a yellow band about one and 
three-quarter inches higher up. Those filled with DC/HE also had a white band 
immediately above the driving band, a red band (nose gas) one and three-quarter 
inches higher up and the yellow band just below the shoulder of the shell. It was 
not clear what the white and yellow bands denoted. All types of gas shell (except 
the scarlet-bodied chloropicrin shell which was probably obsolete) had these 
bands as did incendiary and HE. Apparently these did not therefore signify the 
nature of the filling. The only distinction between an HE and a vesicant shell 
was thought to be the presence of the blue nose band on the latter and possibly 
also the width and position of the yellow band.

Captured HCN grenades had outer containers coloured khaki or olive drab 
with a band variously described as red, maroon-red or maroon. Toxic generators 
(candles) were considered very important and numerous varieties were captured 
and described. They were described as having various body colours of dark green, 
brown, greenish-grey or brown and bluish-grey all with a red band (the latter 
accorded with the general classification above which shows red for nose gases). 
Certain heavy red-band generators captured in China (received in England in 
1938), had a blue band in addition to the red band. The significance of this was not 
known. Specimens of the same type captured in the South West Pacific Area, which 
bore the date 1939, had no blue band. Self-propelling toxic generators had circles 
in black or navy blue on their lids. Since the circles have never been reported on 
other types, they presumably referred to the self-propelling generator.

The lachrymatory generators were described with either a green body or 
with green bands, again following the general classification above.

The following examples indicate the wide variety in markings:




