Picric Acid: Valuable Warning Regarding Museum Collections 

Question:
I just received a visit from a contact I have at WCB regarding a dangerous substance that is often found in OLD FIRST AID KITS. Please read below and check your collections for this substance. I have been advised by WCB that is you do find it in your collections call the bomb squad. It is extremely dangerous. Dangerous enough that this fellow came over unannounced and found me to let me know and wanted me to let other museum folk know. Who ever thought working in a museum was boring?

PICRIC ACID: Odourless, wet slurry of yellow crystals or dry or moist yellow, crystalline solid or powder. (Looks like sulphur). DANGEROUSLY REACTIVE

Dangerous explosion hazard when dry. Dry, solid picric acid is highly sensitive to shock, friction or heat and may decompose explosively. Highly unstable in crystalline forms. Forms very shock-sensitive, explosive metallic salts. The wetted material with 10% or more water is less hazardous. Can decompose at high temperatures forming irritating/toxic gases, such as nitrogen oxides.

Note: Originally picric acid was found in first aid kits in liquid form and would be used to treat burns and cuts. 

Jennifer Breckon, July 14, 2006

Curator, Richmond Museum and Heritage Services
Responses:

1. If anyone is interested there is a CCI article on Picric Acid at: http://www.cci.ca.gov/Reference/PICRIC.pdf
Jordana, July 14, 2006

2. Picric Acid (aka Lyddite), was a common filing for artillery shells in World War I. Picric acid continued to be used into WWII (ex. Japanese ordnance) and I believe this is what makes it so dangerous to try to unscrew old Japanese grenades and artillery shells where the contents may have leaked and crystallized in the metal threads of the screw joint.

A good overview of picric acid is provided on Wikipedia at: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Picric_acid 

Here is an extract for the above talking about storing it safely: "Modern safety precautions recommend storing picric acid wet. When picric acid is dry, it is relatively sensitive to shock and friction, so laboratories that use it store it in bottles under a layer of water, rendering it safe. Glass or plastic bottles are required, as picric acid can form metal picrate salts that are even more sensitive and hazardous than the acid.

Modern safety precautions for plain picric acid are moderately overstated, as it was used successfully as an explosive filler for most artillery shells and bombs in the First World War. Those applications necessarily subject it to shock and friction during firing of the shells."

Colin MacGregor Stevens, July 14, 2006

Manager, New Westminster Museum and Archives

