
 

 

                  

The British, Commonwealth and Allied forces enlisted many millions of animals to serve 

and often die alongside their armies. These animals were chosen for a variety of their 

natural instincts and vast numbers were killed, often suffering agonising deaths from 

wounds, starvation, thirst, exhaustion, disease, and exposure. 

 

Horses, Mules and Donkeys 

Eight million horses and countless mules and donkeys died in the First World War. They 

were used to transport ammunition and supplies to the front, and many died, not only 

from the horrors of shellfire but also in terrible weather and appalling conditions. Mules 

were found to have tremendous stamina in extreme climates and over the most difficult 

terrain, serving courageously in the freezing mud on the Western Front and later at 

Monte Cassino in World War II. Equally they toiled unflinchingly in the oppressive heat of 

Burma, Eritrea and Tunisia. There are many inspiring and often tragic stories of the great 

devotion and loyalty shown between horses, mules and donkeys and their masters 

during some of the bloodiest conflicts of the 20th century. 

 

Dogs 
The dog's innate qualities of intelligence and devotion were valued and used by the 

forces in conflicts throughout the century. Among their many duties, these faithful 

animals ran messages, laid telegraph wires, detected mines, dug out bomb victims and 

acted as guard or patrol dogs. Many battled on despite horrific wounds and in terrifying 

circumstances to the limit of their endurance, showing indomitable courage and 

supreme loyalty to their handlers. 

 

Pigeons 

More than 100,000 pigeons served Britain in the First World War and 200,000 in World 

War II. They performed heroically and saved thousands of lives by carrying vital 

messages, sometimes over long distances, when other methods of communication were 

impossible. Flying at the rate of a mile a minute from the front line, from behind enemy 

lines or from ships or aeroplanes, these gallant birds would struggle on through all 

weathers, even when severely wounded and exhausted, in order to carry their vital 

messages home. 

 



 

 

Other Animals 

Elephants, camels, oxen, bullocks, cats, canaries, even glow worms — all these 

creatures, great and small, contributed their strength, their energy and their lives in 

times of war and conflict to the British, Commonwealth and Allied forces during the 20th 

century. 

 

A Memorial has been erected in Park Lane 

On the 24th of November 2004, Anne, the Princess Royal opened The Animals in War 

Memorial, located on Park Lane, at the junction with Upper Brook Street. 

 

The Symbolism of the Design 

There are three principal elements in the design; two different levels and a dominating 

and powerful wall between them. 

 

On the lower level, two heavily laden bronze mules struggle through an arena, enclosed 

by the dominant wall symbolising the war experience. The mules approach a flight of 

steps that leads through the wall. Beyond the wall, on the upper level, a bronze horse 

and dog stand facing north into the gardens, bearing witness to the loss of their 

comrades, and representing hope for the future. 

 

 



 

 

The Wall 

Images of the many different animals used in 20th century conflicts are depicted in bas-

relief on the inside of the longer section of wall. On the outside of this wall a line of 

ghostly silhouettes is carved, representing the animals lost in the conflicts. 

 

Inscriptions 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are inscriptions on both sides of the shorter section of wall, including the name of 

the monument and information about theatres of war and the numbers of animals lost.  

The names of major donors are carved on the outside of the longer section of wall. 

This Memorial is a fitting and lasting tribute to them all. 

 

 



 

 

The Animal Purple Poppy Fund collects funds for animals in need, and four years ago       

“Poppy”, the majestic war horse memorial, was unveiled in Ascot.  

Their emblem is a purple poppy. 

Purple Poppy Wreaths 

Murphys Army Purple Poppy Campaign 14" Remembrance Wreath 

 

 

 



 

 

by Eavan Boland 

 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/eavan-boland


 

 

 

This touching black and white photo is believed to have been taken by officers of the 

Auxiliary Remount Dept. No.326 in Camp Cody, New Mexico in 1919.  


