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Preface

It was surely the strangest military unit of the Second World War or any other. We first came across the existence of the ‘War Dogs Training School’ when researching our book Bonzo’s War (Constable, 2013), the story of Britain’s civilian pets under fire in the conflict.

That book was about domestic pets, cats and dogs in the main, and not those who officially served the armed forces, some becoming medal-winning heroes at the war’s end. ‘Hero’ animals already had memorials and biographies galore. A number of them had been ‘mascots,’ dogs unofficially adopted by soldiers, sailors and airmen as good-luck charms or cook-house companions at home, at sea and in the field. They had regularly featured in morale-boosting wartime newspaper coverage – depicting dogs smoking pipes or wearing jolly sailors’ hats. It was the same with all the combatants on every front – where armies of unofficial canine camp-followers followed the flag and the smell of the mobile field kitchen.

Such accidental combatants were the ones who seemed to have been the most written about at the time and celebrated thereafter. Britain’s official war-dogs seemed entirely forgotten. A Freedom of Information request in autumn 2014 to the Ministry of Defence as to the whereabouts of their individual records (logged a decade earlier as being in the care of the Veterinary and Remount Services, Army Medical Directorate, Aldershot) brought the terse response – ‘the information is no longer held.’ It was as if they had never existed.

Although our last book had been about civilian animals, there had been reason to look into the ‘WDTS’, which began life in a west London suburb, then moved to a place called Northaw in rural Hertfordshire, because the animals it trained for military purposes turned out to be pets loaned by the public for as long as the war lasted. It was the most extraordinary story, and, as far as we could see, had never been told.

There was a similar school in Gloucestershire run by the Ministry of Aircraft Production (later taken over by the RAF), which also trained pets-on-loan to become brave little soldiers and airmen. It was always intended that these ‘volunteers’ (on the owners’ account, if not the dogs themselves) should return to civilian life when the fighting was over. This would turn out to be more difficult than it sounded.

Both were very unusual operations with mixed civilian–military staff. The Gloucester ‘Guard Dog Training School’ had a predominance of skilled female trainers, such as the extraordinary Mrs Margaret Griffin and the twin sisters, the Misses Marjorie and Dorothy Homan. By contrast the army school in Hertfordshire was more militarised and employed men to do the training and women in uniform as lowlier ‘kennel maids’.

Dog training, along with dog breeding, had already been a ‘respectable’ outlet for female ambition for several decades. It went along with a cultural shift, among middle-class dogs, at least, that had transformed abused backyard mutts into family pets. To be acceptable in the neat homes of suburbia, dogs needed collars, leashes and walkies. They also needed to be obedient; they needed training.

In the pre-war years, dog training had indeed become an amateur enthusiast ‘craze’, while no village fête was complete without displays of working-dog obedience and agility. Such things had begun in Britain in 1924 when the ‘Associated Sheep, Police and Army Dog Society’ held their first event. Three years later, the first obedience trial recognised by the UK’s Kennel Club was held by the ‘Alsatian League and Club of Great Britain’. In America the first obedience trial was staged in 1933 by Mrs Helene Whitehouse Walker, a woman Poodle breeder.

But British ‘Dogdom’, as it proudly styled itself, still remained largely a male-dominated affair and with the onset of war, three principal characters would compete for canine glory in this, a more drama-filled arena than even the show ring at Cruft’s. They were Lt-Col Edwin Richardson (who favoured Airedales), Lt-Col James Baldwin (an Alsatian fan) and Herbert Summers Lloyd, breeder of champion Cocker Spaniels and multiple winner of Cruft’s Best in Show. So, which one would emerge as top dog?

The Hertfordshire operation, for which Herbert Lloyd acted as ‘Technical Adviser’, was by far the biggest, turning out many hundreds of trained war dogs, or ‘disciplined pets’, as the Chief Army Vet would call them. To be a vital part of doing just that, a small force of young women had to be recruited.

At first it was difficult to find out much about them, other than that they came from the ATS, the Auxiliary Territorial Service. When it began in 1938, the official duties of an ATS-girl were described as: ‘Non-combatant duties with military units. Motor driving, clerical and other services, calling for energy and initiative’. Well, learning how to handle a boisterous Border Collie certainly called for all these attributes, qualities the war-dog girls turned out to possess in abundance.

Although official documents gave only the briefest description of their duties, which at first appeared little more than those of a kennel maid in a Sloaney, peacetime pedigree stud, a wartime account from the splendid The Dog World magazine sounded much more intriguing. The breathless writer had been allowed a rare glimpse of this top-secret canine academy somewhere in the embattled Home Counties. He wrote:


The town of dogs lies hidden in a verdant basin fringed by towering leafy trees. It is in the heart of England, unsuspected by the passer-by. It is still all as hush-hush as it was twelve months ago, except that dogs which have been trained as soldiers are now taking their place in the order of things. The War Dogs School has reaped the rewards of its success. Though a year ago, few women were employed, today we find a body of ATS installed there, bringing a vital and much appreciated feminine touch of warmth and colour to the township of dogs.



Although many of the girls had worked as professional kennel maids before the war, they were by no means all from a doggy background, and varied as much in occupation as in social class. Eve Lowery from Chessington in Surrey had been an insurance clerk, Margaret Beare from Norfolk was a children’s nurse. Marjorie Vidgen from Essex had been a civil servant working for HM Customs and Excise, while Ellen Brydon was a hairdresser from Glasgow. Pauline Humphreys from New Malden in Surrey had trained as a ballet dancer, ‘but now much prefers life in the ATS’.

In the end it was Herbert Lloyd who would emerge as the most significant human participant in this story and we are very grateful to his daughter, Jennifer Lloyd Carey (still breeding wonderful Cockers), for giving us an insight into the life of this remarkable man.

What is clear is his unshakable faith in his dogs’ ability to help win the war. Lloyd’s training method, based on kindness and reward, produced amazing results. His ‘practical, doggy’ approach (his own description) was the link between traditional training methods and the new academic science of ‘animal behaviour’ that had emerged between the wars. He respected dogs as complex and fascinating, not just creatures to be ‘broken’ to do man’s bidding, as the old-time trainers would have it. ‘The mere fringe of a dog’s mentality has as yet only been touched upon,’ he would write soon after the war’s end, ‘and it is a subject for the deepest interest and benefit to the nation.’

Most of all, he understood and respected the astonishing power locked up on that canine Enigma Machine, a dog’s nose. By unlocking (some of) its secrets he and his fellow enthusiasts really did help save the lives of many British servicemen menaced by ‘undetectable’ anti-personnel mines and, by extension, during the revenge weapon attacks on London, the lives of many men, women and children buried under the rubble found by rescue dogs. We dug in files and put together this much, much wider story. Some of it was heartbreaking, much more deeply moving.

This, then, is a story of humans and dogs doing something quite remarkable together. There is sadness, loss and cruelty; there is tenderness and joy. There is a canine catastrophe when the dogs first go to war in North Africa, a tragic episode long hidden from public view – but the animals’ will to survive is unbreakable. Men far from home found the company of dogs irresistible, perhaps too much so. There is intense bravery and there is, indeed, love.


A Note on the Sources

The authors were once again faced with the problem that animals do not leave memoirs. But this narrative comes overwhelmingly from primary sources because, although the detailed records of the War-Dog Training School were in part destroyed, the memoirs of many of the wartime human participants, including many ATS-girls, were gathered by one veteran, bundled up into albums and placed in both the Imperial War Museum and Defence Medical Services Museum, Keogh Barracks, Ash Vale, Aldershot, Surrey.

This fine museum also contains the AV&RS Directorate War Diary in full, plus many more wartime albums, notebooks and diaries on the subject of war dogs, especially the reports by Lieutenant James Davison, CO No. 2 Mine Platoon (Dog) RE, sent from the front line in 1944–5. Also on file are the reports of the US mine-dog experiments, as relayed from the Washington Embassy in 1943, and the secret recruitment of dogs’ home strays for the equivalent in Britain in the months before D-Day.

Home Office, Air Ministry and War Office files in the National Archives recount the story of Mr Herbert Lloyd and Colonel James Baldwin’s early experiments and the long struggle to get war dogs accepted at all. War Diaries and other reports track their fate in Tunisia and northwest Europe and higher decision making on canines by the General Staff Policy Committee on Weapons and Equipment. The Ministry of Home Security files on the London rescue dogs are extensive and illuminating, as are those on the War Office’s tortuous negotiations post-war with the RSPCA and Allied Forces Mascot Club (sponsored by the PDSA) to award (or not) bravery medals to acceptable dogs.

Journals such as Our Dogs, The Dog World, The Dogs Bulletin, PDSA News, Animal World and The Tail-Wagger Magazine were published throughout. We are especially grateful to those wartime veterans and their children who were kind enough to share their remarkable memories of the time when Britain’s dogs went to war.


Abbreviations

AES Arms and Explosives Search (British Army, twenty-first century)

AFMC Allied Forces Mascot Club

AMSMVA Army Medical Services Museum Veterinary Archives

A/P anti-personnel

ATS Auxiliary Territorial Service

AV&RS Army Veterinary and Remount Services

BAOR British Army of the Rhine

BEF British Expeditionary Force

BLA British Liberation Army

CD Civil Defence

CMP Corps of Military Police

CO Commanding Officer

CQMS Company Quartermaster Sergeant

DAV&RS Director Army Veterinary and Remount Services

DFD Dogs for Defense

DM Dickin Medal

FV For Valour

GDTS Guard Dog Training School

GHQ General Headquarters

GPO General Post Office

HMG His Majesty’s Government

IED Improvised Explosive Device

JIC Joint Intelligence Committee

MAFF Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food

MAP Ministry of Aircraft Production

MC Military Cross

MDD Mine Detecting Dog (US Army, twenty-first century)

MFH Master of Fox Hounds

M-O Mass-Observation

MWD Military Working Dog (British Army, twenty-first century)

NARPAC National Air Raid Precautions Animals Committee

NCDL National Canine Defence League

NPS National Pigeon Service

NVMA National Veterinary Medical Association

ODFL Our Dumb Friends’ League

PDSA People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals

PMD Polish Mine Detector

QRWK Queen’s Royal West Kents

RAMC Royal Army Medical Corps

RAVC Royal Army Veterinary Corps

RE Royal Engineers

REST Remote Explosive Scent Tracing (demining, twenty-first century)

RIF Royal Irish Fusiliers

RSPCA Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals

SAS Special Air Service

SOE Special Operations Executive

USAAF United States Army Air Force

UXO Unexploded Ordnance

VP Vulnerable Point

WD War Department

WDTS War-Dog Training School

WO War Office


DOG TO JOIN SERVICES OR DIE


A large dog belonging to Mrs Adeline Humphries of 111 Beverley Road, Ruislip Manor, alleged to be ferocious, is to join the armed forces or to die for its misdeeds.

The little girl of Mrs Pym, a neighbour, aged five, was bitten twice on the ankle. Mrs Humphries said she kept the dog because it belonged to her husband, who was serving with the RAF in India.

She [had] heard an appeal on the wireless for dogs and she would like to send the dog to the RAF or the Army rather than have it destroyed.

The Chairman (Mr C. E. King) said the Bench were unanimously of the opinion that the dog was ferocious. They however accepted the defendant’s offer to send the dog to the armed forces.

News story, 12 May 1944



SNIFFER DOGS LEAD THE WAY


So great is the demand for dogs that the Royal Army Veterinary Corps must recruit constantly – from homes; animal welfare organisations; breeders – at home and abroad. It still needs more. ‘It is getting harder,’ one officer said. ‘The British have a thing about dogs, and fear that they may be mistreated or put in great danger.’

News story, 20 January 2011



BRAVE ARMY DOG AWARDED POSTHUMOUS MEDAL


The highest military honour awarded to animals has been given to Sasha, a yellow Labrador army dog, who was killed on active service in Afghanistan. Sasha was four years old when she died alongside her handler, Lance Corporal Kenneth Rowe, when both were caught in a Taliban ambush on 24 July 2008.

Sasha the army dog was trained to sniff out weapons and went ahead on sorties to make routes safe for patrols. Kenneth’s mother, Lynn Rowe, remarked that ‘Kenneth always adored animals and loved working with his dogs.’

News story, 30 April 2014




Prologue

Walcheren Island, the Netherlands, December 1944.

Peggy shivered, even in her little coat made out of an army blanket. She stopped working for a minute, looked round to meet her handler’s reassuring gaze, then started ‘quartering’ the ground again, pacing at an angle, sniffing, pausing, pacing once more, just as she had been taught.

‘Ground’ was hardly the word. A great sheet of water stretched almost to the horizon, an icy wind whipping its surface into wavelets. A dark hump of raised dyke marked its distant rim with the grey North Sea beyond that. Hoar frost bloomed on the smashed telegraph poles and thin sheet-ice crunched underfoot. Tread carefully … everyone was treading carefully.

Peggy’s handler, a British soldier with Royal Engineer shoulder flashes, followed her with wary respect, man and dog inching their way along the railway track on its raised embankment that was the only way through the floods out of the ruinous Netherlands town of Middelburg.

Peggy ‘froze’, pulling at her leash. Very gently, her handler moved forward to mark the spot on the ground with a little flag. Other platoons had lost lives, limbs and dogs doing this job. No one had been killed in this platoon – yet. There was no doubt. Clever Peggy! Her handler took a little chunk of meat, which he kept in a captured German gas-mask case for this very purpose, and gave it to her. Good dog, clever girl!

Peggy, War-Dog No. 2557/67404, was a bit of everything – Alsatian, Airedale, with some black and tan thrown in. All of No. 2 Platoon’s dogs were ‘Heinz’ dogs, fifty-seven varieties. Only ‘Peter’ and ‘Prince’ were what you might call pure bred (they were Black Labs, if anyone cared – the dogs certainly did not). Most of them were once somebody’s pet. Peggy belonged to Mrs King of 19 Banchory Road, Blackheath, southeast London, while War-Dog ‘Gerry’ came from a family in Bromley, south London. For the duration of the Second World War they were on loan to the British Army.

War-Dog ‘Smiler’ came from the Dogs’ Home, Battersea and, as it was said, ‘knew no owner but the state’. He would not be going home.

The chums were on the Dutch island of Walcheren. Now it was a vast lagoon. The breaching of the encircling dyke by RAF bombing had put a huge inland tract of ‘polder’ below sea level.

A month before this had been the scene of ferocious fighting between British and Canadian soldiers and die-hard German defenders as the onrushing North Sea had swept over the land. Enemy snipers were rumoured to be still holding out in barns and attics. Dutch civilians were picking their way back to their flooded homes and farms. Hollow-cheeked children played as they might with sledges and carts made of ammunition boxes. This would be remembered as the ‘Hongerwinter’. There was no food, no fuel and no transport. Those in the still-German-occupied part of Holland had it worse.

Middelburg, the beautiful, historic capital of the island, flattened by German bombing in 1940, was marooned in a sea of floodwater. The surrendered German garrison, just taken prisoner, had had to be taken out in rowing boats. ‘Here really reigns the terror of war,’ wrote one of Queen Wilhelmina’s ministers on a despairing visit.

Second Lieutenant James Davison, a twenty-three-year-old medical student from Liverpool, was there on a mission. The task of his curious little command, No. 2 Dog Platoon, RE, was to clear the railway that ran from Middelburg to the port of Flushing, of mines and booby traps, and get it open for civil aid to get in; Flushing had been heavily fortified by the Germans on its landward side.

The railway line was punctured by craters and had been sown with mines along its whole length – including those aimed at men rather than trucks or tanks, like the notorious ‘Schrapnell-mine’, which jumped out of the ground to spray a wall of shrapnel at waist height, and the even more feared ‘Schu-mine’, a wooden box of explosives with a primitive pressure trigger – enough to blow off a man’s foot. It was loathed by the infantry and by those whose job it was to clear it: Royal Engineer sappers who had to crawl on their hands and knees poking with a bayonet, then lift the horrific thing out of the ground, all the while praying it did not go off six inches from their faces (unless they had a dog to find it first).

And there were big anti-tank ‘Teller’ mines, made of metal. A mine detector could normally find those but on the steel railway track they simply did not work. That is why the dogs were here. And the dogs were very special – they could smell any mine, even one in a case made of wood. They were extremely good at it too.

Peggy was working harder than ever now, with no break in her rapt attention in spite of the sharp, stony ballast on the track-bed that even a veteran, leathery-pawed mine dog like her, one who had come all the way from the beaches of Normandy, could find distressing.

Smiler was working away happily on the other side of the eight-foot-wide roadway. Gerry was a little behind, with his handler, Sapper Pitkin, sweeping from left to right, looking for mines the first two dogs might have missed.

It was bitterly cold but the sour scent of death, both animal and human, hung in the air. This was a terrible place, a place, so Lieutenant Davison would note that night as he wrote up the unit War Diary, that even the vermin had abandoned.

Peggy stopped. Up ahead was what looked like a farmer’s cart blown to bits; a dead horse lay further along the track. There was blood everywhere. The dogs sniffed on, blinking, glancing sideways but staying close to the job, just as they had been trained.

The cold was getting increasingly intense; the winter sun was dying. Very soon it would be too dark for the men to see. The dogs, in their sensory realm of smell, did not care. Lieutenant Davison ordered stand down.

Five thousand square yards had been cleared; they would go for more tomorrow.


Part One

‘SIT!’

‘In their great struggle, it was to some purpose that the British were a nation of dog lovers.’

Herbert Summers Lloyd, 1946


1

Dogs in the Service of the State

The new recruit was not quite what they were looking for. On his first day at work he had taken fright at the sight of a wardrobe being manoeuvred down a street by removal men, then ‘cowered down, run off, knocked over a small girl and hidden behind a woman’s skirts’.

‘Smut’ was clearly not going to make much of a mark on history. An agreeable black Labrador, his place in this story is assured, however, by a report held in the files of the Metropolitan Police on his, and some other remarkable dogs’ adventures on the streets of London, not long before the outbreak of the Second World War.

It was early summer, 1938. Smut had set off with his minder from the village of Washwater in Berkshire, heading for the capital by the Great Western Railway. With him was his kennelmate, ‘Nigger’, another black Lab, both dogs judged by their trainers to be ready at last after months of training for their grand debut.

It had been a long time coming. For decades, it seemed, British officialdom had been considering the use of canines in the maintenance of law and order. Enthusiasts had been campaigning for ‘police dogs’ since the days of Queen Victoria – without much success. Continental coppers, especially in Germany, had long found certain breeds of dog ideal for nabbing miscreants. A German, Konrad Most, a police officer in Saarbrücken, published his hugely influential book, Training Dogs, in 1910. Establishing dominance of human over the wolf-descended canine was the key thing, according to Most – hence the need for lots of conditioning to create an obedient working animal in the service of the state. Although it was not all pain, there should be primary inducements too – especially ‘food and fondling’ – to result in a dog who flawlessly obeyed spoken commands or hand signals for action.

Why not in Britain too? The Airedale enthusiast, Colonel Edwin Richardson, had been one of those long advocating, without much success, using dogs for police and government work – but his time had come at last in 1917 when the British Army, following the German example, formally agreed to the idea of using dogs to carry messages around the static trench lines of the Western Front. Lt-Col Richardson and his wife Blanche had trained them (they came from stray dog-pounds or were presented as gifts from patriotic pet owners) at the ‘War Dog School’ at Shoeburyness, Kent (see pp. 15–19) before they were sent to France.

At the war’s end the school had been disbanded and the Army forgot all about dogs. An attempt in 1919 by the Colonel to interest the War Office in deploying his canine force against the rebellious Irish came to nothing. ‘All the dogs were returned to their owners or found good homes,’ Colonel Richardson would write. Hundreds of applications to keep them came from their former masters in uniform, officers and other ranks. A mix of charity and official money paid for quarantine while the RSPCA insisted on the humane destruction of ‘those who could not come home’. Official attention was rather on all those mascots and stray adoptees brought back by soldiers from France and the Middle East which, in spite of precautions, caused serious outbreaks of rabies in Britain.

Peacetime civilian authorities continued to show no interest in ‘police’ dogs. However, in 1935 a small Home Office committee chaired by the dog-loving Lt-Col David Allan, HM Inspector of Constabulary for England and Wales, had begun to reconsider the idea. But they had turned in the end to Mr Herbert Summers Lloyd, the most famous breeder and trainer in British Dogdom, author of The Popular Cocker Spaniel and proprietor of the ‘of Ware’1 stud. An experimental police dog academy was established at Washwater, near Newbury, on 200 acres of chalky upland on the Highclere Estate that Mr Lloyd was renting from the Earl of Carnarvon, for the training of gun-dogs. Mr Lloyd’s thriving commercial kennels at Ickenham, west of London, would also be progressively turned over to the government work.

Lloyd’s brief was to determine the best breed for the job and the optimum method of training. The fee was £500 per annum – with a five-year contract stretching to March 1940. His chief handler was the noted gun-dog trainer Mr Reginald Hill, ‘a man who has spent a good deal of his time in big-game hunting in Africa’.

A police dog, it was considered, must be good at two things. Tracking, for running down criminals or tracing the whereabouts of lost persons, and more generally, aiding and defending his blue-uniformed master, especially on night patrol. Could one breed or crossbreed do both?

It was reported: ‘Breeds such as Bloodhounds, Otterhounds crossed with Bloodhounds, pure Doberman Pinschers (a German breed) and crossed Doberman Pinschers, all gifted with superfine scenting abilities, have been enrolled for tracking down criminals and gaol fugitives, while collies, French poodles, and retrievers crossed with Border terriers, are being taught how to disarm and hold down assailants for arrest. A special breed is also being selected to identify wanted men …’

‘“Mouse”, a cross-bred retriever, can vault a 6ft fence, and in a trice, bundle over a 14 stone man. He is the only stray so far to be given a police collar,’ said a newspaper report.

A bedraggled Mouse had presented himself three times at Banbury police station (they had simply cast him adrift each time he showed up) and only dodged the lethal chamber2 when kindly Lt-Col Allan himself heard of his plight. ‘Although unruly at first, he showed such aptitude that he is now a “key” dog and is used to set an example to other dogs,’ it was reported.

‘Kindness is the secret of the training at Washwater,’ it was reported, and the ‘handlers who put the animals through their paces talk to them almost as if they were human. There are no harsh words of command, no special code words or elaborate technique, and willing compliance with instructions is rewarded generously with tit-bits of raw or cooked meat’. That was Herbert Lloyd’s style.

But just one super-breed, all-purpose police dog could not be found. After a further year of trials, it was reported: ‘Before long the conclusion became inevitable that tracking and other work would have to be divided. Hounds are so highly specialized that they are not suitable for anything but hunting. It was altogether different in deciding upon the kind of dogs most fitted, for liaison and what for convenience may be called detective work. Many different breeds were submitted to the test. Eventually it was decided that [for utility work] nothing was equal to Labradors’.3

Smut and Nigger’s big day was drawing near. Two volunteers from the Met, PCs Smith and Allen, had trained with them for the past four weeks. The press were invited to wintry Washwater to see dogs scaling ladders, guarding police bicycles and fighting off (but ‘not savaging’) a constable’s well-padded assailant. Their training was now complete.

On 11 May 1938, the chums were taken by train to London, where they were to live for a little while at least with their minders at their homes in Balham and Lewisham in backyard kennels provided at public expense. Leads, brushes, dog food, etc. were obtained by the PCs from local stores, but the weekly cost of 9s 10d per dog should be reimbursed, it was recommended.

A few days later, a photographer snapped the two black Labradors (‘Britain’s first official police dogs’) with their portly looking handlers in their Victorian uniforms on arrival at their new operational quarter, No. 4 District of the Met, at 47 Cavendish Road, Balham, in south London.

It was then that PC Smith took the Labrador for his first day out in the Big Smoke. But it was all a bit big and scary for Smut.

‘He seemed very nervous in his new surroundings,’ it was reported, while his handler kept him on a lead and encouraged him every way possible. But ‘a man ran out from a doorway’ and Smut ran into the road in fright. Next came the toddler-toppling incident – after which the unfortunate Labrador ran out into the road once again and was struck by a car.

Nigger meanwhile was proving a very different kind of dog. He was ‘satisfactory in every way and working very well’.

Nervous Smut was patched up and despatched back to Washwater. His replacement was another Labrador, ‘Tint’, who, said PC Smith, turned out to be a more reliable and steady animal. Tint gave Nigger a nasty nip in the neck but that did not seem to count against him too much.

The crime-fighting duo of Tint and Nigger proved a success on the streets of London as far south as Croydon, but no more Berkshire-trained dogs would be coming to join them anytime soon. The ‘Munich crisis’ of September–October 1938 had given the Home Office more pressing concerns in organising air raid precautions and mass evacuation of Britain’s cities than experimentation with police dogs. Whatever Herr Hitler might have promised, whatever fatuous assurances about ‘peace in our time’ might be in the air, it was clear to political realists that a new European war was coming. Better plan for the worst.

But where were the Washwater dogs in all of this? Mr Lloyd told the Home Office by letter on 15 April 1939 that he had ‘quite a number of Labradors ready to go out to the County Police’. But, ‘in view of the present crisis [Britain and Poland had just signed a military defence pact] is it possible that my dogs and staff might be used for Army training purposes,’ he asked, ‘for which they are fit to go at any moment, their police training being easily converted into army training?’

An official noted it was lack of finance that was holding back chief constables in taking more Labradors, rather than any doubt as to their usefulness. But he had heard, meanwhile, of an Air Ministry interest in guard dogs for so-called ‘Vulnerable Points’ – transmitters, airfields, etc. – which could be targets for sabotage, should war come. The War Office might also be interested. Otherwise spurned by the police, the Washwater dogs spent an uncertain summer of 1939, along with the British public. The number of people who thought that war could be avoided was dwindling by the day.

No more newspaper reporters came to see the dogs going through their paces. The Otterhound-Bloodhound crosses had not turned out as useful at tracking as had been hoped. The police generally had other concerns.

Tint and Nigger meanwhile would shortly depart the capital to take up duties with the Cheshire Constabulary. ‘Nigger is a great dog,’ it would be reported in September 1939.

Mr Lloyd’s government contract would soon expire and there would arise the question of paying for dog food and staff. Nevertheless, for a British dog, the Grandmaster’s kennels were a much safer place to be than anywhere else, for now at least.

Police dogs had no place in the intense planning going on that summer in Whitehall to meet what now seemed an increasingly inevitable war with Nazi Germany. But domestic dogs, horses – and indeed cats – most certainly did. In spring 1939 the Home Office had begun to prepare for the time when Britain’s cities were attacked from the air with an opening thunderclap of high explosive and poison gas. What would the nation’s pets do then? Surely they would go barking mad at the first wail of a siren. It was noted:


During an emergency there might be large numbers of animals wounded, gassed or driven frantic with fear, and destruction would then have to be enforced by the responsible authority for the protection of the public.



There were consultations with the mutually suspicious animal welfare charities and with the National Veterinary Medical Association. A semi-official umbrella body, the ‘National Air Raid Precautions Animals Committee (NARPAC)’, was formed in early summer 1939, which produced a series of soothingly worded pamphlets and press announcements, including one given out in daily newspapers and on the BBC on 26 August that pet owners could not take dogs and cats into public air raid shelters.

If you could not ‘send your pets to the country in advance of an emergency’, ‘it really is kindest to have them destroyed,’ so it was advised. The pet welfare charities had already declared themselves ready to carry out mass euthanasia. Meanwhile the story of the great disaster which overtook Britain’s companion animals in the first week of war has been told at greater length elsewhere.4

It was not surprising, therefore, that in the transition to war of late August, many people took the horribly flawed advice seriously, rushing off with their pets to their local vet or animal welfare charity, or even abandoning them altogether. On 3 September came the grave announcement: Britain was at war with Germany. It was a Sunday morning.

That same day Herbert Lloyd wrote to the Home Office: ‘I’m a bit in the dark as to where I stand with police dogs. The question of both food and [now rationed] petrol arises.’ He and his staff were ‘ready to quickly train messenger dogs should the War Office wish to make use of our services.’

Still the pet killing continued. By the end of the first week of war, 750,000 animals, mostly in the capital, had lost their lives, their bodies piling up in the yard of a commercial renderer beside the River Lea in east London. The bodies were taken by night to a field behind the PDSA (People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals of the Poor) cemetery in Ilford and buried in pits.

But it was not all heartbreak. Even before the first siren had sounded, there were some who declared themselves ready to shelter pet refugees from the imperilled cities, in their thousands, if necessary. One such was veteran ‘animal defender’, Nina, Duchess of Hamilton, who sent her staff in the ducal Daimler onto the streets of London to rescue abandoned animals – and declared the family country estate, ‘Ferne’ in Wiltshire, and her St John’s Wood mansion to be sanctuaries for the pets of the poor. She took to the wireless to make a plea for others to take in refugee companion animals from the cities – and it would be acted upon.



 

________

1    The Lloyd kennels were at Swakeleys Farm, Ickenham in Middlesex. The ‘of Ware’ suffix was retained in tribute to his father, Richard Lloyd, who had founded the famous kennels in the Hertfordshire town over three decades before. According to his daughter, Jennifer, speaking over seventy years later: ‘My father was born in Ware. His father had been born a Cockney, in the sound of Bow Bells. Dad had been through the First World War, where he worked with horses as well as in the training of messenger dogs.’

2    Under the Dogs Act (1906) police had the authority to detain dogs believed to be strays but they had to retain them for seven days (which under wartime emergency legislation would be reduced to three), within which the dog might be claimed or found a new home before it was humanely destroyed. The Act forbade sale for the purposes of vivisection. Detention and destruction was normally a task for pet welfare charities. In London, Battersea Dogs’ Home and Our Dumb Friends’ League, which ran the North London Dogs’ Home in Willesden, were contractors to the Metropolitan Police, destroying unclaimed and diseased dogs on an industrial scale. For half a century Battersea had used chloroform in its famous ‘lethal chamber’ – until installing a battery of ‘eletrothanaters’ in 1932.

3    In his 1938–9 experiments for the Home Office, Herbert Lloyd had defined the difference between a ‘dog’, which ‘worked for the sheer love of pleasing his handler’, and a ‘hound’, which worked ‘only to please himself’. A hound ‘would give up if distracted’, he concluded, whereas there was ‘no limit to a dog’s intelligence and desire to please’. According to him, the most ‘pliable and humanised dogs’ were Labradors although according to Jennifer Lloyd: ‘I remember Dad telling us that German Shepherds [Alsatians] were “one-man” dogs and that Labradors could become over-friendly.’

4    See our book, Bonzo’s War, 2013.
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The pet-killing frenzy of September 1939 was burning out. At a stormy meeting of the NARPAC executive on the 12th, everyone had threatened to resign. The despairing Home Office representative thought it a miracle the strange organisation had survived the outbreak of war at all. The Battersea Dogs’ Home defected from the organisation as soon as it could. Similarly unenthusiastic, the RSPCA would pull out altogether after a year. The PDSA and Our Dumb Friends’ League, in contrast, were determined to continue.

While the internal rows continued, NARPAC desperately tried to turn back the damage that its own ill-considered advice had triggered. Vets, animal welfare charities and pet owners recoiled at what had happened. ‘The day of hysterical slaughter has gone,’ declared The Dog World magazine, ‘it was but a transient, mistaken phase.’ Meanwhile stoical dog breeders declared their intention of carrying on as best they might.

In fact it was not food (not yet) that would concern dog owners most. In cities it was the universal blackout – as the autumnal days shortened. The officially enforced gloom, meanwhile, was natural cover for burglars and prowlers. What better than a dog to provide reassurance to a woman whose husband was away at the war? Who would not feel safer with a trusty dog at heel when opening the door to strangers? Mr Lloyd’s experiments for the Home Office had shown the way, according to the canine press. What the nation needed were lots of intelligent trained dogs as a safeguard in this new time of trial.

Far-sighted dog owners could also see that feeding their pets might one day be a major problem.

Poison gas attack from the air was the other great unknown. Millions of gas masks had been distributed for men, women and children. Could not the same be done for pets? According to The Veterinary Record:


In the case of dog masks, there are many difficulties to be overcome. In the first place, to get the animal to tolerate the mask. Secondly, there are the various shapes and sizes of dogs’ heads which would necessitate a large number of different sized masks. The sense of smell is the guiding sense of the dog, which is completely excluded by the application of a respirator.



When, a little later, it would be decided to experimentally recruit dogs for some kind of military service, much effort would be expended on the quest for a workable gas mask.

But instead of being simply rescued or evacuated, could not blacked-out British dogs who had survived the mass culling be somehow enrolled in the defence of the realm as they had been in an earlier war? In 1917–18 food shortages and rationing (for humans) had occasioned a very nasty hate campaign against dogs. One MP had declared he would not be happy until the last Pekingese had been turned into a meat pie!

In the first months of this new conflict there were scattered reports of dogs doing their bit – by more than being just ‘mascots’ or ‘regimental pets’ (see p. 139). Could they not guard things? From the Duchess of Hamilton and her pet rescue operation came news that: ‘The officers and men at a wireless station somewhere in England have, owing to the efforts of one of their police staff, come forward with an extraordinary offer to help and several evacuee [dogs] have been placed with them.’

While Herbert Lloyd waited for a decision on what to do with his unwanted ‘police dogs’, in a different corner of the country another stalwart of British Dogdom was stirring for action. When the Home Office had first embarked on its canine law enforcement experiments, it had overlooked the nation’s greatest expert on the matter. Lt-Col (retired) Edwin Hautonville Richardson had been in the working-dog business for almost half a century but, aged seventy-five when the government contract had been issued, he might have seemed a little past it.

Emphatically not so, as far as the inspirer of the British ‘War Dog School’ in 1917 was concerned. Once famous, now it was forgotten.

Richardson had written a spirited history of the strange enterprise in 1920 under the title British War Dogs. He explained where the dogs had come from:


At first the only supply was from the Home for Lost Dogs at Battersea. Then the Birmingham, Liverpool, Bristol and Manchester Dogs’ Homes were invited to help by sending any suitable dogs to the school. Many a homeless, deserted ‘stray’ was saved from the lethal chamber, and transformed into a useful member of His Majesty’s Forces. Later, the Home Office ordered the police all over the country to send all stray dogs of certain breeds to the school. Finally, when even these sources were not sufficient, the War Office decided to appeal to the public for gifts. The response was exceedingly generous. The country was, at this time, passing through especially serious times, and many people were only too glad to help by sending their dogs.



The Colonel’s kennels at Horsell Common near Woking, Surrey, were still famous among those who cared about these things. But Colonel Richardson was not done with yet – and nor were his dogs.

Indeed in a lifetime of breeding dogs, training dogs and writing about dogs, he was still campaigner-in-chief for their useful employment by the authorities. His approach was scientific and practical – the Colonel, for example, was a Fellow of the Zoological Society, but he was not a member of Dogdom’s social Athenaeum, the Kennel Club.

His engaging book had dwelt at length on the right match of handler and dog. Other factors, such as social background of handler or breed (although he himself favoured Airedales), were not so important. It was human–canine understanding that mattered.

Richardson insisted any dog with ‘proper character’ could undertake the work. And, as his furry army of mongrels and dogs’ home strays had come together for war service a quarter of a century before, he had imbued them with all the Edwardian sensibility of a schooldays’ story that readers of the boys’ comic The Gem might recognise. He wrote:


A splendid collection of dogs was daily assembled. Many of them were fine show specimens, while others of humble ancestry nevertheless came with wise faces and willing hearts. They were one and all welcome, and were made to feel so. The attitude of mind was in most cases that of a schoolboy plunged into a large public school, bewilderment and sometimes homesickness, but as [they found that] kindly human voices were all around, and that excellent dinners were going, they soon became quite at home.



Richardson’s dogs had feelings of ‘justice, and honourable dealing’. For example, if a message dog was rewarded with a piece of meat, the response of his kennelmates would show ‘no attempt to snatch and a distinct understanding that it was a definite reward for good work done, and, therefore, to interfere, would be a most unsportsmanlike act’.

And as for the handlers (he called them ‘keepers’), working with animals required ‘a decidedly special gift in the instructor’, most often described as ‘a natural love of animals’ – ‘Affection must exist between dogs and keeper, and the man whose only idea of control is by coercion and fear is quite useless,’ he wrote.

Meanwhile his commercial kennels prospered up to the eve of war – when on any day one could read his press announcements in The Times personal columns: ‘Dogs Airedales Lt.-Col. Richardson. For house protection, ladies’ guards, companions, exhibition, pups, adults. Export all parts’.

With a new war coming, all the press attention meanwhile had been on Herbert Lloyd and his insufferable Labradors. Bizarrely perhaps (it was certainly a way of getting attention), in 1939 Colonel Richardson and his wife Blanche began a freelance, war-dog experimental establishment in leafy Surrey featuring Airedales in gas masks, Airedales bearing first aid pouches and Airedales bearing carrier pigeons in wicker baskets. The press could not get enough.

The RSPCA’s The Animal World magazine reminded readers of his method of training ‘based on a dog’s love for its master’ – and could report: ‘At Woking Major Richardson is training Airedales and Collies to wear gas masks although the difficulties are great as dogs perspire through their panting mouths and the soles of their feet, not through their skin like most animals. The main difficulty as with most pets is to keep the device on their heads’. Such difficulties would continue.

Following the Declaration of War when the first contingent of Canadian soldiers arrived in Britain (the Toronto Scottish – who would a little later mount guard at Buckingham Palace), Richardson invited them to Woking via an old wartime chum, their commanding officer Colonel Thompson. Pictures of these camera-friendly outings in Surrey woodland, featuring troops in Glengarry bonnets and British battledress, have appeared in publications ever since as ‘British war dogs’. The BEF (British Expeditionary Force) in France meanwhile had not one official war dog.

Richardson himself would write: ‘Some excellent work was done [in winter 1939–40] on Horsell Common outside our house and a contingent of army nurses was kind in helping with the Red Cross dogs. We were not working officially and I could see that someone younger or more capable of the strenuous work involved in the command of a war-dog training school, than me, was necessary.’ It was a noble thought but in fact he had no choice. His pleas to be allowed back into this new fight had gone unanswered.

As he would later confide in a letter to the War Office: ‘When the war broke out, I urgently asked that I might be allowed to collect and organise the dog power of this country but could not get in touch with anyone who sufficiently understood the value of these animals.’

The Colonel had had much experience of being ignored.
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