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Winston Churchill, Prime Minister's personal minutes, July 6, 1944
Churchill Archives

10 Downing Street,
Whitehall

General Ismay, for C.O.S Committee
1. I want you to think very seriously over this question of poison gas. I would not use it unless 

it could be shown either that (a) it was life or death for us, or (b) that it would shorten the 
war by a year.

2. It is absurd to consider morality on this topic when everybody used it in the last war with-
out a word of complaint from the moralists or the Church. On the other hand, in the last 
war bombing of open cities was regarded as forbidden. Now everybody does it as a mat-
ter of course. It is simply a question of fashion changing as she does between long and 
short skirts for women.

3. I want a cold-blooded calculation made as to how it would pay us to use poison gas, by 
which I mean principally mustard. We will want to gain more ground in Normandy so as 
not to be cooped up in a small area. We could probably deliver 20 tons to their 1 and for 
the sake of the 1 they would bring their bomber aircraft into the area against our superior-
ity, thus paying a heavy toll.

4. Why have the Germans not used it? Not certainly out of moral scruples or affection for us. 
They have not used it because it does not pay them. The greatest temptation ever offered 
to them was the beaches of Normandy. This they could have drenched with gas greatly to 
the hindrance of the troops. That they thought about it is certain and that they prepared 
against our use of gas is also certain. But they only reason they have not used it against us 
is that they fear the retaliation. What is to their detriment is to our advantage.

5. Although one sees how unpleasant it is to receive poison gas attacks, from which nearly 
everyone recovers, it is useless to protest that an equal amount of H. E. will not inflict 
greater casualties and sufferings on troops and civilians. One really must not be bound 
within silly conventions of the mind whether they be those that ruled in the last war or 
those in reverse which rule in this.

6. If the bombardment of London became a serious nuisance and great rockets with far-
reaching and devastating effect fell on many centres of Government and labour, I should 
be prepared to do [underline] anything [stop underline] that would hit the enemy in a 
murderous place. I may certainly have to ask you to support me in using poison gas. We 
could drench the cities of the Ruhr and many other cities in Germany in such a way that 
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