PowerPoint 2: War Horses

Notes and discussion points

Slide 2: What did the British commander-in-chief General Sir Douglas Haig mean by this statement? 
Why were horses and mules considered so vital to the army at that time?   

When war broke out, the British military, like all armies at the time, relied on horsepower. Motorised transport had only recently been invented, and the army, which had few lorries, relied on horses and mules to move troops and equipment.
In 1914 men volunteered to join up, but where did the army get their horses? 

Slide 3: Horses were taken from their homes, often on farms . . .

(Click) -> to be shipped off to war.

Army purchasing officers were sent to towns and villages to obtain more horses for the rapidly expanding military forces. In just two weeks, 140,000 horses were drafted into the army.

Horses were shipped overseas with the troops to the battlefronts in Europe and the Middle East.

The British Expeditionary Force went to France in 1914 with 40,000 horses and mules. The animals shipped across the Channel had to endure terribly cramped conditions on board ship often in rough seas. 
Slide 4: Freda Hewlett wrote to Lord Kitchener asking for her horse not to taken for the war. Her replied via his private secretary, to say that this would not happen.
How do you think owners felt about their animals being taken away for the war?
Slide 5: This table shows the number of horses used for each role during the war (figures for 1918).

What were most horses used for? Why?

Slide 6: On 13 August 1914, one division of cavalry and their complement of 25,000 horses set sail for France with the British Expeditionary Force (BEF). It was thought by many that they would be a decisive factor in the coming conflict. 

It was not to be. Early in the war it soon became clear that the First World War battlefield was no place for cavalry horses.

What were the modern weapons that cavalry faced in WWI? (Machine guns, artillery shells, gas and barbed wire.)

On the few occasions that cavalry were sent mounted into battle, they usually suffered terrible losses.

Slide 7: This painting depicts one of the last ever cavalry charges. 

On 30th March 1918 the Canadian Cavalry Brigade was ordered to retake the German hilltop position on Moreuil Wood. Three Troops of the Royal Canadian Dragoons charged

up the hill towards the German position into murderous machine gun fire. The position was taken, but at great cost. Of the 150 horses who went into the fray, only four survived the

charge. When the battle was over the Brigade had lost 300 men and more than 800

horses.
Slide 8:  Horses were yoked in teams of three pairs to pull light field artillery, and as many as 10 pairs to haul heavy howitzer guns.

Early in the war, Royal Field Artillery (RFA) and Royal Horse Artillery (RHA) units fought forward with the infantry, close to the enemy where they sustained heavy losses.
What was the limber wagon used for? (To carry ammunition/shells.)
Slide 9: British 18-pounder field guns heading towards the front.

Note the refugees coming the other way.

Slide 10: On the battlefield, off-road, horses had to work hard to pull heavy guns over muddy ground. This howitzer gun weighs nearly 500kgs.

Note the shell hole to the right.

Slide 11: Most horses and mules were used by the Army Service Corps (ASC) to carry supplies and equipment to and from the front.

What sort of items would the ASC have transported to the front? (Ammunition, food, water, etc.)

Slide 12: A team of packhorses carrying 18-pounder shells to the guns at the front.

Why are they transporting them like this, rather than using the lorry in the background or horse drawn wagons? (Too muddy for horse-drawn wagons and lorries, and motorized tracked vehicles didn’t exist.)
Slide 13: On the battlefield horses and mules faced many dangers and hardships:

Mule track painting

What state are the horses in? (Rearing up, panicking, terrified.)

Why are the horses in this state? (There is a bombardment with shells exploding all around.)
What dangers do the horses face? (Explosions and drowning in mud if they step off the pathway.)

(Click) -> Cold weather and inadequate shelter

In what way is the shelter inadequate? (No roof, no walls, wet muddy floor.)
Is there any evidence that the horses diet is inadequate? (The ribs stand out on the horse in the centre.)

Slide 14: Following heavy rainfall and shelling, the battlefield often turned into a muddy quagmire. As well as making it hard work for horses and mules pulling heavy loads, it could also be extremely treacherous.

What evidence is there that there has been heavy shelling in this area? (The tops of trees have been cut off by shellfire.)
Slide 15: During the battle of Passchendaele in 1917 conditions were particularly bad.
This horse has sunk into the mud after stepping off the edge of the brushwood track.

Slide 16: Soldiers try to rescue a mule team who lies helpless, unable to move in the mud. Animals and men who couldn’t be saved often drowned in the mud.
Slide 17: Gas was another hazard that horses faced on the battlefield. They were issued with their own gas masks. 

(Click) -> Mustard gas introduced later in the war caused terrible burns and blindness.

Slide 18: What evidence is there that this area has been heavily shelled? (Shell holes including one in path of track, splintered trees, shattered railway track, fallen cables.) 

Slide 19: Knowing this hazard, the enemy would deliberately place spiked objects (called caltrops) in the path of horses.

Why would treading on these caltrops be fatal for a horse? (Infection invariably caused when mud and dirt enters the wound in the foot.)
Slide 20:  Why are the horses galloping? (To avoid being hit by enemy artillery fire.)
Note the canvas screens put up in an attempt to hide or screen the movement of traffic from the German observers.
Why might the troops have called this ‘Hellfire’ corner? (Because it was regularly shelled by the enemy who kept the junction under constant surveillance.)
The enemy would regularly shell known key supply routes and junctions. Supplies had to get through, so men and horses had to risk their lives – often at night – running the gauntlet to supply the troops.
Slide 21:  It is estimated that 8 million horses and mules died in the First World War.
Slide 22: 484,000 horses and mules (nearly half a million) died in the British army.
Slide 23: Many were killed by shellfire. 

Here a shell explodes near a team of allied British artillery horses. . . .  and German horses.
Why would enemy artillery target – try and kill - the other side’s horses and mules? (So that the enemy could not move their artillery guns, equipment and supplies.) 
Slide 24: But most died due to cold, hunger, exhaustion and disease.

Slide 25: Ambulances were used to take injured horses to veterinary field hospitals for treatment.
Slide 26: There were 20 animal hospitals where Royal Army Veterinary Corps veterinary surgeons treated wounded horses.
Slide 27: Army vets administering chloroform (early form of anaesthetic) to a horse before an operation at the Veterinary Hospital.

British veterinary hospitals in France received 725,000 horses and successfully treated three-quarters of them.

Slide 28: There was no ‘heroes’ return’ for the majority of horses at the end of the war. Only those owned by officers were guaranteed to return to Britain. The fate of the others depended upon their age and fitness. 25,000 horses remained in the British army while
between 60,000 and 100,000 were returned to Britain to be auctioned. The remainder were abandoned and sold in the country where they were stationed at the end of the war – to farmers as work animals or to butchers, to be killed for meat.
Why were most of the horses just sold off in the country where they had served? (It was considered that it would cost too much to transport them back home.)

What do you think that the government should have done with the animals?

Do you think that the horses and mules who survived the war were treated justly?

Slide 29: In Hyde Park there is a memorial to animals in war  - the inscription reads: in memory of the animals who ‘served and died alongside British and allied forces in wars’
(Click) -> Part of the inscription reads, ‘They had no choice’.

(Click) ->  Some people say that the animals who saw action in the First World War, just like the soldiers who fought, were heroes because they were brave. 
(Click) -> Other people argue that the animals who died in combat were victims because they did not agree to take part in the war and they didn’t know what danger they were in. 

What do you think?

Slide 30: For more information on animals in the First World War, see the Animal Aid website.
