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1. Evolution

In 1938 during the build up to the up and coming war with Germany the British government
expected chemical warfare to be used from the outset by both sides. The Government also thought
that the prelude to an invasion by the Germans would involve a knockout blow delivered by the
Luftwaffe upon the Government, RAF airfields and war factories. This caused Government
Departments in discussion with ICI; to examine ideas for the dispersion of the bulk storage of
mustard gas along with facilities for the filling of munitions with this gas, at various sites around the
country, away from the manufacturing base and heavily populated areas, to ensure continuation of
supply. In September of 1938 ICI had prepared and submitted a scheme that included 1500 ton lead
lined concrete storage tanks, with the tanks compartmentalised into four 375 ton sections. This
scheme was not developed any further at this time, and the bulk storage remained local to the
vesicant production factories.

In 1940 the war cabinet and chiefs of staff still believed that Germany would resort to the use of
chemical weapons and would therefore not permit a reduction in the rate of production. This
coupled with the unforeseen problems of leakage, and rapid deteriation of the filled weapons, led to
the need for more bulk storage. This was highlighted in a letter from ICl sent to the ministry of
supply, stating that it is evident that until gas warfare breaks out it is going to be difficult to keep our
factories working, even to minimum capacity, unless you can arrange further bulk storage facilities in
the immediate future. Ina letter to ICI dated 18 July 1940 the Ministry justified its acceptance of
the company’s demand for more storage capacity, stating:

“The basic idea behind the emergency storage is that if the enemy decide to use gas, then it is highly
probable that he will first attempt to disable Randle by air attack, and the services feel that the
possession at other places of stocks of gas might in certain circumstances prove extremely
important.”

This authorisation led to the bulk storage satellite site at Woodside adding 540 tons of additional
storage in nine 55 ton lead lined steel tanks. ICl also suggested that Woodside be supplied with an
emergency charging unit, and on this request the approval was given in September 1940, and the
installation was carried out consisting of four temporary charging units. Woodside went through
further expansion adding another nine 55 ton units and nineteen 65 ton tanks along with two 55 ton
tanks for the storage of Larmine. With Woodside operational the problem of filled weapons had
been addressed but the strategic bulk storage of vesicant was still based in one geographical location
and not dispersed.
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