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To Fergus and Luis, and all those that went before





Author’s Note



When I was eight years old I was horrified to discover that my uncle ‘had killed a dog’.


Eavesdropping on my parents’ conversation in our south London home one evening, I heard my mother tell my father how distressed her twin sister, Lena, had been at the very start of the Second World War. This was not as a result of fears for herself or her young son at the thought of the approaching conflict, but rather because her husband, Ernest, had decided to have their beloved pet dog ‘Paddy’ destroyed.


From what I could gather, Paddy had been a very nice Wire Haired Fox Terrier. I had never known him; it was all several decades earlier. But I do remember a fading snap in our family photo album of an agreeable, eager-looking dog with magnificently tightly curled fur bouncing along by my aunt’s side. He had reminded me of the Tri-ang toy push-along dog that I myself had loved so much as a child.


Now he was long gone. But I pricked up my ears and wanted to know more. With some reluctance, my mother told me.


The way she told it, each evening my Aunt Lena would walk Paddy across the common to the suburban station to meet Ernest off his train, the dog jumping up to greet him with joy. It was summer 1939; war was coming. Everybody sensed it, even if the pets of the southwest London suburbs were as yet blissfully unaware of Herr Hitler’s intentions.


Then, when the Invasion of Poland was at last announced on the BBC News, my mother told me that Uncle Ernest had suddenly decreed that Paddy must go.


Always a very ‘rational’ man and totally lacking in sentiment, he took the dog from my aunt’s arms the following day (2 September 1939) and went out the front door, I assume, with Paddy happily beside him on a lead. The next day, a Sunday, the sirens sounded and Britain really was at war.


My aunt never saw Paddy again. I was horrified. I thought of my uncle, otherwise a twinkly-eyed, kindly man of whom I was very fond, and decided then and there that he must be a monster. ‘Well, it was the war, darling,’ my mother explained unconvincingly. ‘Food was going to be rationed, everybody thought so, and your Uncle Ernest decided Paddy was one more mouth to feed. He wasn’t the only one who thought like that at the time.’


For every person who thought like my uncle, I am sure that there were dozens for whom pets were like members of the family, and only slightly less dear to them than their own children. What on earth should they do if, as everyone expected, the war began with a cataclysm from the air?


As I would discover, it was a scene repeated in thousands of loving homes – weeping children, sobbing mothers, stern fathers saying it was the only thing to do. That it was the kindest thing to do.


It was all based on a false assumption: that mass bombing of cities with gas and high explosive would very soon follow the outbreak of war. A general panic stalked pet lovers. Would their animals suffer terribly? Would they become hysterical and run wild at the sound of sirens and explosions, their bodies burned or contaminated with mustard gas or whatever other horrors were coming? If they survived the opening onslaught, could they even be fed?


It had been in the papers, broadcast on the BBC – ‘It really is kindest to have them destroyed,’ said the man from the Ministry of Home Security, spoken in a soothing announcement from deepest officialdom made in the treacliest tones of Mr Cholmondley-Warner (I can only imagine that’s how it was).


The result was a catastrophe. Actually it was all an accident, wasn’t it?


And thus it happened that in those first days of war, many, many thousands of cats and dogs were shooed out into the street, dumped in the woods or taken to the vet or animal welfare clinic for some sort of kindlier end to be inflicted. It was a national tragedy, a heart-breaking pet holocaust that still haunts animal lovers like me. And it had touched my family directly.


‘There has always been a rumour that something like that happened,’ the archivist of the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA) told me while I was on the long and varied research trail for this book. Well, it did happen – and it’s all there in the Society’s own archives – and in those of other animal welfare charities – and it’s recorded in detail in the official files of HM Government. I know who I blame …





Introduction



So, what was it like to be a pet during the Second World War? What happened to domestic dogs and cats when bombs began to fall and food went on the ration? And what happened to the animals at the zoo?


Living in a house full of cats and history books I began to wonder. Unlike medal-winning ‘war animals’ with memorials and biographies galore, at first I could find nothing on the ordinary pets of ordinary people, and the humble working animals: the milkman’s horse rather than the war horse. Then, little by little, the story opened up. What follows concerns the civilian animal experience of war and especially the pets of embattled Britain.


Since 2004, those animals who officially served Great Britain have had their own monument in Hyde Park, London: the ‘Animals in War Memorial’,i dedicated, as it proclaims, to ‘all the animals that served and died alongside British and Allied forces in wars and campaigns throughout time’. It bears a second inscription – ‘they had no choice’.


Well, neither did the war pets: the companion animals that often had more to fear from their owners than anyone else, it would turn out. Cats and dogs had no choice when the bombs began to fall (other perhaps than to run), although plenty of choices would be made for them.


Pets, on the whole, do not write their memoirs. To find out what happened I had to look for accounts of those who entwined their lives with their pets because they loved them especially or because they sought to advance the wellbeing of animals generally.


I found them in abundance. And what extraordinary stories they were – of animals under fire in the Blitz, of evacuated, blacked-out, foodless and homeless pets, of brave cats and intrepid dogs who did not go barking mad at the first wail of sirens as everyone expected them to, but rather gave aid and comfort to humans.


And it is about how many humans, otherwise engaged in waging total war, did their utmost to comfort and save their animals. At least some of them did.


I looked at my own cats. Could I queue all day for a cod’s head or boil up sheep’s windpipe for hours on end? That took a deep devotion. Would I have smuggled them into an air raid shelter to be barked at by a horrid warden – or risked being taken to court for giving them a saucer of milk?


Then there were the accidental animal combatants who became entangled by the fortunes of war, those who were left behind when everybody else had fled – like the Dunkirk dogs – and the masses of camp-following pets who often had to dodge officialdom or switch sides to stay alive. ‘No mascot is as popular as one captured from the enemy,’ it was said in the midst of war. And I imagine whoever wrote that knew what they meant.


Indeed many so-called ‘regimental pets’ had to change sides to survive at all. But who could condemn these furry collaborators with no understanding of the struggle in which they had been swept up?


And, as I discovered, Britain set out in 1942 to recruit an army of 6,000 dogs. They were pets loaned by their families for the duration. Many did not make it home. At the same time officials were secretly plotting the mass destruction of dogs and launched a hate campaign against cats. The wartime Archbishop of Canterbury would not allow the saying of prayers for animals because it was ‘theologically inaccurate’. It’s amazing that pets made it at all.


The war was won. And so the victor nation’s animals had seen it through. Rationing would ease though not quite yet. In the glow of victory, the pets had done their bit by boosting morale – while in the background, Government officials had considered getting rid of them all in the cause of national survival. A bit like my Uncle Ernest, that part was not to be spoken of.


Knowing what I know now, I forgive him.





i   Britain’s two-and-a-half million (my estimate) companion-animal war dead have no physical memorial. Hyde Park is for service animals only, as is the more modest memorial unveiled in 2011 at Morley, Leeds, dedicated ‘To all animals who have died serving their country alongside British troops.’ The Civil Defence memorial at the National Arboretum, Staffordshire, honours the ‘1939–45 animal friends who served with such loyalty and bravery.’ The Purple Poppy campaign launched by the pressure group Animal Aid in 2006 commemorates animals expended by armed forces in war and used in weapon experiments.


The PDSA stated in its post-war history: ‘There is a field looking north from the Ilford Sanatorium which remains the officially recognised cemetery of some three quarters of a million cats and dogs.’ After seventy years however, the site is unmarked and unacknowledged, a few cryptic mounds in scrubby wasteland on the banks of the River Roding.





A Note on the Animal Welfare Charities



Britain historically has had far more animal welfare charities than political parties. And they fought like cats. As an official who dealt with them wrote, ‘Anyone who knows anything about charities knows that, in their relations with each other, charitableness is their least conspicuous virtue’.


The Nazis simply abolished the lot when they seized power in 1933 and imposed a single state institution – the ‘Reichstierschutzbund’. A British attempt on the eve of war to create something similar, the ‘National Air Raid Precautions Animals Committee’ – a kind of Dad’s (and Mum’s) Army for pets – had grand ideas but would struggle to make an impact. To understand how the charities worked with pets and how they recorded the experience, it is important to understand their contradictions and rivalries. A lot of small-animal welfare historically consisted of catching as many street animals as possible (strays, female kittens, mongrels) and killing them with chloroform in a ‘lethal chamber’. Methods of destruction became more scientific but the conflict between the sentimentalists and the realists was always intense.


Nobody should have been under any illusions. As a pre-war Our Dumb Friends’ League (ODFL) report stated bluntly: ‘[Our cat] shelters should not be confused with “homes” for cats. Their special object is to rid the streets of these unfortunate animals, not to keep them for a lengthy period without prospect of future homes.’


Much of the story of pets at war is of animals dodging bombs and falling masonry only to be ‘mercifully put to sleep’ by their rescuers. Certain charities gloss over this aspect of their wartime record in their published histories.ii


From their beginnings, the charities were prone to internal rebellions and provincial breakaways. They competed fiercely for donations and legacies, launching stunts especially in wartime, to loosen the patriotic animal lover’s purse strings. They all scrabbled for aristocratic and royal patronage, which was inconvenient when it came to internal ideological disputes over fox hunting. A duchess or two was essential at fund-raising functions, joined increasingly by film and radio stars. Derided by cynical journalists as an activity for social climbing, middle-class ladies, the animal welfare champions, were much more complicated than that. Some were intensely political (on the left and right). Others just loved their pets, and many worked alone. Wherever bombs and rockets fell, there would soon be women with baskets doing what they thought was right.


Mr Keith Robinson, the secretary of Our Dumb Friends’ League, admitted in a 1938 interview that ‘anyone who devotes his life to fighting cruelty in animals is bound to be a bit of a crank’. Robinson revealed that most of his funding came from the donations of spinsters and was no more than a few shillings at a time. He himself lived with seven cats.


A wartime account described: ‘One East End woman, who gave her bedroom to the cause, would herself search miles in a night with a box on wheels like the slum child’s cart looking for injured animals.’ But what could she really do to help them?


As I read the stories of selfless volunteers, of midnight feeders of ferals and those who listened for cries beneath the rubble, I realized they drew their fortitude from an earlier tradition of concern for animals, one with largely a female face.


The idea of ‘pets’ had risen with the late-nineteenth-century urban middle class (with Britain, the US and Germany leading the way) and now, in later life, it was their children who championed pets in their time of trial. Without mad cat ladies (and some were really mad), there would have been a much-diminished ‘animal welfare’ culture to meet this new emergency.


Even as late as 1939, the ‘animal welfare movement’ remained imbued by the spirit of its founders – many of them the impassioned women who, four decades before, had found another channel for their suffragette political energies in animals: The Cause. But under the renewed shadow of war, they were seen as eccentric Edwardian relics.


Women like Nina, Duchess of Hamilton (derided as a ‘crank’ by MI5), the Swedish aristocrat Louise (‘Lizzy’) Lind-af-Hageby and Alsatian breeder Mrs Margaret Griffin, who took her amazing rescue dogs into action during the V2 rocket campaign of 1944–45.


There were some remarkable chaps as well, like Major James Baldwin, the Alsatian wolf-dog champion, Mr Albert Steward, who lived in a house full of cats in Slough and campaigned without cease for wartime felines, Captain T. C. Colthurst, ‘Animal Guard Number One’, Mr Bernard Woolley, who turned a Lancashire cinema into a dog rescue centre, and Edward Bridges Webb, the inspired pet-populist of the People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals of the Poor (PDSA), who invented the ‘Mascot Club’.


The veterinary profession meanwhile remained overwhelmingly male, as were the executive officers of the charities, with lots of peppery former 1914–18 officers keeping everyone on their toes.


By the coming of war, routine cruelty to animals in plain sight had become rare. Working horses in cities had been largely mechanized away but there were new concerns. Pit ponies and performing animals generated strong feelings, as did Government poison gas and weapon experiments. Vivisection, vaccination and zoos always excited the ultras. The charities each had their own priorities. They further had deep experience, both political and practical, from the First World War and from the social hardships of the thirties.


The RSPCA (founded in 1824) was the oldest and richest charity of all. In 1932, led by its chairman, the Conservative MP Sir Robert Gower, its Council had crushed an anti-hunting, anti-circus rebellion. The Society was interventionist and in many poorer people’s eyes, its inspectors seemed to possess civil police powers and they were therefore suspicious of it. It had experience of mass, urban small-animal destruction in pre-war slum clearance programmes, killing an estimated 50,000 animals a year. In Birmingham, its staff had experimented using carbon monoxide from a car exhaust (and they themselves had been prosecuted for cruelty).


Through the war, the Society’s annual reports and monthly magazine, The Animal World, were published unbroken. The Society had an ambitious foreign policy promoting animal welfare schemes in Poland, Finland (which were short-lived) and the Soviet Union.


Our Dumb Friends’ League (founded in 1897) was not nearly so grand, and was less interested in prosecuting the cruel than the active promotion of kindness. The League had launched the ‘Blue Cross Fund’ to assist military horses during the Balkan Wars of 1912–13 and found support for its continuation in the Great War. It faced down a pre-war mutiny led by a countess over the alleged ‘disgraceful condition’ of the North London Dogs Home.


The plight of ‘old war horses’ sold on post-1918 to beastly locals in France, Belgium and Egypt proved a big fund-raiser right up to the eve of a new war (an equivalent German campaign in 1938 to give old horses ‘war comrade medals’ and ‘free oats for poor farmers’ found nine British Army horses that had fallen into German hands, still alive).


Money flowed in. Two years into the war, a former dustman willed a huge amount to the League to look after his cat, but it had inconveniently disappeared. However, the League promised to track it down and make it comfortable till the end of its days.


The League had drifted uncertainly to the radical wing of animal rights – with a ‘political committee’ which campaigned among other things for a rise in the legal status of cats (‘currently the same as a weasel’) and for the National Trust to ban fox hunting on its land. One activist watched by Special Branch was a member of the British Union of Fascists.


There was a big row in 1938 with a mass defection of aristocratic patrons when the secretary, a Mr E. Keith Robinson, said: ‘We feel that people would get just as much fun from a drag hunt as they would from chasing a wretched little fox across the country.’ The League published annual reports throughout the war.


The People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals of the Poor, founded by Mrs Maria Dickin in the East End of London in 1917, was a relative newcomer – offering free medical care for lowlier pets and working animals. Its relationship with the veterinary profession was turbulent. However, its dispensaries, mobile ‘caravans’ and volunteers would be at the forefront of animal rescue when British cities were bombed.


In a mid-war publicity masterstroke, the PDSA founded both the Services Mascot Club and endowed the ‘Dickin Medal’ for gallantry, named for its founder. But it was for ‘service’ animals only. In fact most of the recipients were carrier pigeons of the National Pigeon Service. Winners of the Our Dumb Friends’ League’s ‘Blue Cross’ and the RSPCA’s ‘For Valour’ medallion for animal bravery are less well known.


At the war’s end Mrs Dickin wrote a prospectus for an ‘Allied Forces Animals’ War Memorial Fund’ to remember those ‘animals and birds who have suffered and died on active service in our time of terrible need’. She wanted a ‘practical memorial in the shape of ten mobile dispensaries’. But the charity’s founder furthermore included what she called ‘those civilian animals who shared with us the horrors of the raids’. As she said:


The P.D.S.A. Rescue Squads were eye-witnesses of their misery, and know how they suffered. Like their comrades on active service, these animals frequently ignored their own danger to stand by and help their owners; often they struggled to find and help them in blazing buildings, when they themselves could so easily have escaped to safety alone. Truly they were faithful unto death.


It would be ‘a tribute to the Unknown Animals who gave their lives in service for us, or were innocent victims in our war, not theirs’. She even made an analogy with the tomb of the Unknown Warrior in Westminster Abbey. It was not to be.


A year later, pets had vanished from the appeal. The memorial was to be for ‘the thousands of animals and birds [which] have helped our victory’. The Unknown Animals would remain just that. Only those who died on ‘active service’ would be remembered – by plaques on the side of the shiny new caravans.


It was the same over fifty years on. In 1998 the PDSA’s Trustees rejected an appeal by the then just-starting Animals in War Memorial Fund (its primary charitable aim, to ‘promote the military efficiency of the armed forces of Her Majesty’s Government’) as being ‘too far removed from our objects’.


But when approached again, a new Director General replied: ‘If you could offer a guarantee that the sculptor could include an animal wearing a Dickin medal, I am sure it would influence the decision of the Council of Management.’ It was duly so. £10,000 was given to the service-animals-only memorial.


The organization published the PDSA News throughout.


The National Canine Defence League (NCDL) was founded in 1891 during the first Crufts Dog Show ‘to protect dogs from ill-usage of every kind’. Throughout the war it published the lively The Dogs Bulletin, full of gossip and wheezes to boost the cause of dogs. It concerned itself greatly with refugee dogs, operated clinics and was very active in promoting Air Raid Precautions (ARP) for dogs, building dedicated canine air raid shelters in Kensington Gardens and Sutton Coldfield. Since the start, the League had been regarded as ‘the Opposition’ by the Dogs’ Home, Battersea. On the eve of war, it was said that their secretaries ‘could never work together’.


The Cats Protection League (CPL) was founded at a meeting held at Caxton Hall in London in 1927, under the chairmanship of Miss Jessy Wade. The first secretary was Mr Albert A. Steward and the headquarters were established at Prestbury Lodge, a sizeable house in Slough, gifted (as so many were) in a legacy, where he lived on the first floor surrounded by cats. Early achievements included the introduction of an elasticated collar for cats and ‘the development of a simple cat door’. What a boon – and still flapping down the ages!


Its magazine, The Cat, is the indispensable source for the British feline view of the Second World War and I am grateful to the current editor, Francesca Watson, for permitting me access to wartime copies kept at the National Cat Centre in Ashdown Forest. Long may its work continue.





ii  In 2013 the RPSCA said of its wartime record, ‘of the animals rescued from bombed sites during this year [1940], 10,100 pets sadly had to be put to sleep because of the extent of their injuries. But 5,940 animals survived and were successfully rehomed.’


Its archived end-1940 reports say in contrast, ‘In one month alone last year [September] 10,100 household pets were humanely destroyed, 5,490 were rescued from bombed premises, fed for a time, boarded, or [432] provided with new homes.’ The 1941 report records its inspectors dealing with 42,095 animal ‘victims of the war’ of which ‘50 per cent [were given] a painless end’.


The PDSA states in 2013 with justifiable pride that its brave ‘Animal Rescue squads helped to save and treat over a quarter of a million pets buried and injured by debris during the Blitz.’ Its 1947 history meanwhile accounts for the ‘treatment’ of almost 3.68 million animals in the six war years (‘including lethalling’), while this number excludes the mass panic-killing of 1939–40. Not all, of course, were due to enemy action or wartime circumstances and not all were destroyed.


Battersea records ‘145,000 dogs [passing] through during the course of the war’, while the Metropolitan Police reports the destruction of 77,217 of them by its south London contractors and a further 9,236 by the ODFL North London Dogs Home in the period 1939–44. ‘There is no statutory requirement on the police as regards cats,’ it was noted, ‘no figures are therefore available.’





A Note on the Sources



Pets, on the whole, do not leave diaries, memoirs or letters. Fortunately for the author of this book, the British obsession with the domestic pet meant that there was an outpouring of words written by humans on the subject throughout the years of the Second World War.


The principle animal welfare charities of the period mentioned above have largely survived and I am grateful to their archivists. They published their own magazines (The Cat, PDSA News, The Animal World, The Dogs Bulletin, The Animals’ Defender etc.) and annual reports, while the turbulent affairs of the semi-official umbrella organization, the National Air Raid Precaution Animals Committee (NARPAC), are amply recorded at the UK National Archives.


In spite of paper shortages, bombing, and evacuation, those splendid enthusiast publications such as Our Dogs, Cat World, The Dog World, Fur and Feather, Bee Craft, Cage Birds, The Goat, Kennel Gazette etc. kept going throughout the conflict with their own insightful reflections on total war. The Tail-Wagger Magazine, fabulously, featured articles contributed by pets.


Horse & Hound, The Field, Farmers Weekly, Eggs, The Smallholder, The Veterinary Record etc. take the story of wartime animals into a pastoral context. And wartime newspapers, local and national, had a passion for hero animal stories that continues undiminished. The archives of the Zoological Society of London, the Imperial War Museum Department of Documents and Mass-Observation are all pet-friendly.


The files of the Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of Food tell the alarming story of the dwindling food bowl – the issue, apart from the actions of their owners, which truly determined the fate of wartime animals. War Office and Air Ministry files contain the official story of Britain’s war dogs, while Home Office files recount the amazing tale of the 1944–45 London rescue dogs.





A Note on the Naming of Pets



All pet names, – ‘Dusty’, ‘Blackie’, ‘Little One’, ‘Teeny Weenie’, ‘Hitler’ etc. – are as originally reported.


Bonzo was found by Mass-Observation to be one of the most popular dog names of 1941. It was still all the rage after the cartoon dog first drawn by Englishman George Studdy in 1922, which inspired a worldwide craze and the naming of a vast number of real-life Bonzos (including two pre-war winners of the Daily Mirror Brave Dog award). From 1929, there was a feline equivalent, ‘Ooloo’.


Oo-Oo (sic) was a Maida Vale cat who came into Our Dumb Friends’ League hands in unusual circumstances on the eve of war. I would like to have met Oo-Oo – in fact I am sure I have done. These two will be our guide to certain wartime events.


Abbreviations


ADL Animal Defence League


ARP Air Raid Precautions


ATS Auxiliary Territorial Service


AWDTS Army War Dog Training School


BEF British Expeditionary Force


BUF British Union of Fascists


CD Civil Defence


CMP Corps of Military Police


CPL Cats Protection League


LAPAVS London and Provincial Anti-Vivisection Society


MAFF Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries


MAP Ministry of Aircraft Production


MFH Master of Fox Hounds


MFHA Master of Fox Hounds Association


M-O Mass-Observation


NARPAC National ARP Animals Committee


NCDL National Canine Defence League


NVMA National Veterinary Medical Association


ODFL Our Dumb Friends’ League


PDSA People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals


RAVC Royal Army Veterinary Corps


RCVS Royal College of Veterinary Science


RE Royal Engineers


RSPCA Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals


USAAF United States Army Air Force


VP Vulnerable Point


ZSL Zoological Society of London





Part One


PAWS IN OUR TIME





 


 


 


In Memoriam


Happy memories of Iola TW. 695778. Sweet, faithful friend, given sleep September 4th, 1939, to be saved suffering during the war. A short but happy life – 2 years 12 weeks. ‘Forgive us, little Pal, you were too nervous to be sent away. Au revoir’ Terribly missed by all at 6, St. Ives Road, Birkenhead. S. 66


Tail-Wagger Magazine, October 1939





Chapter 1


In Case of Emergency


Nobody could say they had not been warned. When news came on 1 September 1939 that Poland had been invaded only the most obtuse British pet owner could believe that, this time, the long-heralded war with Germany could be averted.


Look at the fuss there had been twelve months before. In the space of two frantic weeks, Mr Neville Chamberlain, the British Prime Minister, had flown to Germany three times to meet Herr Hitler and discuss the limits or otherwise of the Führer’s territorial demands in Europe. His last destination had been Munich.


An animal-loving politician (and there were some such) wrote not long after the events: ‘On 28 September 1938, men and women awoke with the idea that this would be the last day of peace and within, maybe, 24 hours London would be drenched with poison gas or reduced to ruins with high explosive or both.’


That was the day that Hitler’s ‘give-me-your-frontiers’ ultimatum to poor little Czechoslovakia was due to expire. It really looked like this was it.


The night before, Chamberlain had made his ‘far away country of which we know nothing speech’ on the wireless, after which 150,000 better-off Londoners departed the bomb-menaced capital sharpish for Wales and the West Country in what was described as a ‘continuous rush of cars’. In the great exodus some took their pets with them to find refuge in animal-friendly boarding houses. Some heartlessly left them behind, while others took more extreme measures.


The Our Dumb Friends’ League’s kennels at Shooters Hill, southeast London, reported plenty of panicky calls demanding a speedy solution to their pet problem. ‘We urged all these enquirers not to be stampeded into premature action, but often without success,’ stated the League’s end-of-1938 report.


‘Many were hastening into the comparative safety of the country in cars piled high with their belongings and only stopped long enough to hand over their dogs or cats to be kept until either the situation improved or the worst happened, in which case they were to be destroyed forthwith,’ it continued.


There was a less drastic but expensive alternative. Some better-off, stick-it-out city dwellers responded to such press announcements as this, made on the 28th by the Bellmead Kennels at Haslemere in Surrey: ‘Ensure the safety of your pets. They will be safe and happy in the quiet depths of the country – away from the horror of noise.’


How reassuring. As war clouds gathered over the Home Counties, there were kindly folk who were there to help. Mrs Barnes of Suntop Kennels, Tonbridge in Kent announced: ‘Send your dogs to happiness and safety. Reduced charges during emergency. Train met.’


I would have gone to stay there myself.


And on the following day, when Hitler invited Mr Chamberlain for a final showdown at Munich, the patrician Mayfair Dogs Ltd of Curzon Street, London W1, wished ‘to inform owners who would prefer to have their dogs and cats out of the way during the present emergency that they can accommodate them in suitable kennels in the country’.


The drama was not restricted to domestic pets. Other animals were in the firing line. The London Zoological Society added to the gloom by announcing on the 28th: ‘In the event of war all poisonous snakes and spiders will be immediately killed. Should any large animals escape as a result of damage to their cages they will be shot. Men have been detailed for this eventuality.’ The aquarium director, Mr E. G. Boulenger, would confide later that as the crisis deepened, he turned off the heat in the reptile house to induce death.


Crowds watching the comings and goings in Downing Street cheered every time a mysterious black cat strode across from the Old Treasury Building (see p.34) and sat on the doorstep. Was it good luck? A German tourist told a reporter that in her country the appearance of a black cat signified very bad tidings indeed.


When on the 30th Mr Chamberlain flew back to London with his piece of paper, there was general rejoicing. The ministerial feline was sent a parcel addressed to the ‘Black Cat No. 10 Downing Street’. It contained two Dover soles sent by an anonymous well-wisher. The heat in the Regent’s Park reptile house was turned on again, just in time. For the nation’s pets it was ‘Paws in Our Time’.


What happened during ‘Munich’ is important towards understanding the enormity of events a year later. That modern war meant the targeting of civilians had long been clear. The bomber aeroplane could apparently bring carnage to anyone’s front door, as had recently been made evident in China and Spain.


For months animal welfare groups had already been planning for such a catastrophe descending on Britain. Sir Robert Gower, Tory MP and chairman of the RSPCA, told a newspaper in May 1938: ‘The experience of Spain [the attack on the Basque city of Guernica] sadly shows the lethality of air attack and many animals would have to be put out of their suffering. Cats, as in many other matters [what did he mean?], are a particularly difficult problem.’


A ‘special, humane cat catcher is being devised,’ he announced.


The resulting ‘Cat Grasper’ (price 4s. 6d. including postage) was featured in its advice pamphlet Animals in Air Raids published that summer, a horrible contraption like a fishing rod with a running noose, along with an illustration of how to use it – ‘to secure and shoot a cat that has been contaminated with mustard gas’. The use of clumsy gloves with a Webley & Scott captive-bolt pistol and a struggling animal was impractical – far better to use the grasper, it said. Readers were assured that the ‘gas-contaminated’ cat in the accompanying grisly photograph was already dead. It is hard to imagine that anyone could seriously regard such a medieval instrument of torture as in any way humane.


‘Air Raid Precautions’, as it came to be soothingly called, was all anyone would talk about that summer. And the prospect of mass evacuation from endangered cities. What will you do? Where will you go? What about the children? Do you have pets? Better think ahead.


[image: image]


In July 1938, the civil-servant-turned-MP Sir John Anderson, a ‘po-faced rightwing bureaucrat’, as he would later be described, had delivered a comprehensive report on what could or could not be done. The pre-fab, family-size air raid shelter, devised in 1938 to be sunk in the garden, was named after him. Officials at the Home Office set out to try and turn the recommendations into practical plans – but what about pets? A tiny ‘departmental committee’ began to study the issue.


Then in September had come ‘The Crisis’. Munich caught animal welfare charities as and where they were in the general panic. Their immediate concerns were, it might seem, for their own prestige.


The RSPCA, for example, reported in October that in the crisis week it had been ‘inundated’ with ‘what to do?’ pleas from pet owners. ‘When the good news came through, one could not help reflecting with pardonable pride that it was to the RSPCA that the masses had turned for practical advice,’ said its journal, The Animal World.


‘During the 48 hours in September when war was in the balance, the society’s headquarters received 3,000 telephone calls, some 700 personal inquiries regarding the welfare of animals if hostilities came, and over 10,000 copies were distributed of the pamphlet which the Society alone had had the foresight to prepare in regard to the care of animals in war,’ chairman Sir Robert Gower MP would later boast on a fund-raising platform.


The Society, very practically, had had discreet pre-war discussions with German counterparts, where an animals-in-air-raids-protection organization, the Luftschutz-Veterinärdienst, had existed since 1934. Its primary manual, Luftschutz der Tiere, drafted by Generaloberveterinär Professor Dr Claus Eduard Richters, concerned farm animals more than pets but expressed views with which British pet lovers would sympathize. ‘In the animal we see not only something useful and valued,’ wrote the military vet, ‘but also a creature with feelings of its own, a helpful, loyal comrade, for whose welfare we feel just as responsible as for that of our fellow human beings.’


Non-Germans and their animals meanwhile were being evicted from their Czech homelands under the terms agreed at Munich, the Society could report. But the state of chaos in the capital, Prague, meant they had received no reply from their Czech counterpart on the fate of the Sudetenland pets. ‘Appawsment’ had abandoned them to their fate (it did not say that).


The National Canine Defence League reported the British dog lovers’ view:


The last few days of September, when it seemed that nothing but a miracle could save our country from being plunged into the most devastating conflict of all time, will long remain in our memories. Here at the League’s headquarters, when the war clouds were at their blackest, one bright ray illumined the gloom, and that was the realisation that British dog-lovers were more concerned for their canine friends’ safety than their own.


How true. The veteran anti-vivisectionist Louise Lind-af-Hageby, stalwart of the Animal Defence Society, universal ‘peace’ and animal activist since the 1900s, recorded: ‘During the war-crisis of September, 1938, the Council of the Society had considered ways and means of helping in the event of cities being bombed. The possibility of large kennels in country districts and of utilising the Society’s two motor caravans had been discussed. The Council feared that large numbers of dogs and cats would be destroyed if evacuation became necessary.’


Her co-activist and neighbour, Nina, Duchess of Hamilton, who sheltered two urban foxes, ‘Vicky’ and ‘Patrick’, in her St John’s Wood mansion, magnanimously declared the splendid Hamilton country estate at Ferne in Wiltshire to be a safe haven. As she wrote later:


During the September crisis Mrs Freeman sent six cats. When the crisis was over they were returned to her from Ferne Sanctuary and she wrote as follows: ‘my six pets arrived here on Friday evening from Ferne, all of them in very beautiful condition and, incidentally in the highest spirits. They have benefitted in a remarkable way from the care and surroundings they have been privileged to enjoy, I should like to express my deepest gratitude’.


So the crisis turned out alright for some posh cats. In fact Ferne would be opening its doors to plenty more animals before too long, posh and not so posh. Mrs Freeman’s cats would be back.


It was a general fear of poison gas that gave the Munich panic its particular edge. And there were real fears in Government that Germany might use animal diseases, especially anthrax, as a weapon.


As the National Canine Defence League found:


All through the week of throbbing tension that preceded the Munich Conference, the League’s telephones had scarcely an idle moment. Where can I get a gas mask for my dog? What do you advise me to do with my dog in the event of air raids? Where can I find accommodation for my dog in the country?


The RSPCA could report ‘another enquirer caused something of a diversion by asking whether she could be supplied a gas mask for bees. The enquirer was animated by genuine concern.’


Cat World magazine reported on 1 October: ‘We have had numerous letters and telephone calls from anxious readers asking for information regarding the safety of their cats should this country be subject to air raids and poison gas attacks. The RSPCA suggests sending your pets away to friends, finding refuge in a gas-proof room, but it is not possible to obtain gas masks for cats.’


The Cats Protection League was no less anxious. As its journal, The Cat, had reported earlier in the summer: ‘One of our members asks what are the air raid precautions we suggest for cats and adds: “I should hate to have them killed unnecessarily”.’


Just so. The League had asked the Whitehall authorities what plans were being made for felines and evidently did not get much of a reply. The Cat’s editor reported: ‘Until we know for certain what would be the special arrangements we must NOT depend on being able to take our cats to Public Air Raid Shelters. One of the cold facts is that human beings will be considered first.’


And the humane and kindly columnist for The Cat, Mr Albert Steward, was right, of course. He could also report meanwhile that there was no practical way to protect cats from gas attack. ‘Those of us who have seen the sufferings of homeless cats on the continent would not hesitate to make the decision that would make their cats safe from the horrors of war,’ he wrote. ‘Kill them’ was what he meant.


What on earth to do? Many pet lovers decided to say goodbye. As the National Canine Defence League reported at the end of that dismal year: ‘One feature of the crisis which should be placed on record is that many dogs were brought to the NCDL clinics to be put to sleep. Our clinic superintendents declined to destroy these healthy animals, advising the owners to wait and see. Dozens of dogs were thus reprieved, and are still enjoying life to-day.’


Six weeks after Munich came a brutal new twist. The ‘Kristallnacht’ pogrom in German and Austrian cities set a new flood of Jewish refugees to flight. Some of them had pets. Frau Weingarten of Vienna had her cats’ quarantine fees paid by the Cats Protection League after a national newspaper appeal. Our Dumb Friends’ League also knew what to do. ‘The League felt that this country, which prides itself on its love for animals, could not lower its prestige in the eyes of so many foreigners by deliberately killing their pets,’ it reported. ‘Not only was it a national, but an international duty to save them.’ And so, with much anti-foreigner grumbling from the sidelines, their quarantine kennels were opened to asylum-seeking dogs.


The Dogs Bulletin reported: ‘As one penniless refugee from Vienna said to the NCDL, as her St Bernard dog was accommodated gratis, “I shall always be indebted to you”.’ But there were more warnings that refugee dogs, and those left behind by evacuees, might fall prey to vivisectors.


Pets faced danger everywhere.





Chapter 2


It Really is Kindest …


The ‘Peace in Our Time’ jubilation after Munich did not last long for the last Republican strongholds in Spain, Barcelona, then Madrid, were on the brink of falling. The plight of refugees trudging with their animals across the Pyrenees from Catalonia into France in February 1939 excited the RSPCA enough for them to send the veteran colonial vet, Colonel Robert John Stordy, to Perpignan on the border to see what could be done. He found the French Army had already ‘commandeered healthy horses and mules and arranged for the humane destruction’ of the rest. There was little more to do but come home.


Colonel Stordy had already drafted a memorandum for fellow vets and the Scottish SPCA on ‘animals in a national emergency’. He had suggested in January that the ‘experience of Spain’ and its bombed cities showed that high explosive and incendiary attack was more likely than gas – although owners of cats and dogs should practise wearing masks so ‘their pets would become used to the ghoulish appearance of their owners’ and recognize their muffled voices. ‘Should hostilities eventuate, there is no doubt that the abandoned dog and cat will stand in the greatest need of concerted action to put an end to their suffering,’ he wrote.


He even covered school pets, ‘such as rabbits, guinea pigs, etc., housed on school premises for the primary training of children in the care of, and kindliness to animals, [which] will have to remain in the charge of the care-takers of their respective institutions’.


Crufts Dog Show for 1939 meanwhile, held at the Agricultural Hall, Islington, on two chilly February days, attracted ‘thousands of dogs’. Among the many highlights were large contingents of Pekingese, Wire Haired Fox Terriers (the super-fashionable dog, like my aunt’s poor doomed Paddy, of the time), Welsh Corgis and Chow Chows.


‘Ivor of Dunkerque’, the Wire Haired Dachshund exhibited by Air Vice-Marshal Sir Charles Lambe (famed as the ‘first Englishman to own a German Wolf Hound’) proved a champion. The Zoological Society of London exhibited a Husky. Tibetan Mastiffs and Basenjis from the Belgian Congo provided an exotic touch.


There was a whiff of decadence as war clouds gathered beyond the judging ring. The Daily Mail’s Patrick Murphy witnessed ‘dogs dressed in Angora wool jumpers with Magyar sleeves’ as well as ‘quite sizeable dogs wearing trousers’.


Best in Show was Mr H. S. Lloyd’s Cocker Spaniel ‘Exquisite Model of Ware’ for the second year running. More would be heard of Mr Lloyd when the nation’s pets faced a sterner test than even the judges’ bench at Crufts.


On the other side of town, the Dumb Friends’ League’s kennels at Shooters Hill, Blackheath, run by Colonel and Mrs W. M. Burden, were home to an increasing number of refugee dogs – such as ‘Barbara’ who featured in the 1939 report, the pet of two Jewish children, Elizabeth and George Mayer. They had written this heart-rending plea:


We two children have got a permit to emigrate to England. But we can’t come because we must leave our dog ‘Barbara’ alone. It was a present to us for our birthdays two years ago. At that time Barbara the dog was only two weeks old. We have brought her up and she has been accustomed to us in such a way that she would fret if we would leave her.


But also we are not able to live without her. We know that Barbara must be quarantined for the first half of the year but we have not sufficient money to pay for her keep. We are very poor refugee children and we love Barbara, who would die if we abandoned her. Therefore we ask you if you would keep her for six months free of charge or if you have a good friend who would pay the expenses. We can show the papers that the ancestors of the dog were born in Scotland.


The League was proud to announce it was meeting the costs of boarding Barbara, as well as ‘all these foreign dogs’ in their statutory six-month quarantine.


The Canine Defence League could not have done more to extend the paw of friendship. It dramatically reported the success of its Quarantine Fund for Refugee Dogs appeal. ‘As a result of the help thus given, the future of the pitiful canine outcasts from Central Europe, for whose care the League has so far assumed responsibility, is now assured,’ it was reported in The Dogs Bulletin. It really was terribly moving:


Many of these refugee dogs’ masters and mistresses arrive in this country with little else but the clothes they wear and it speaks volumes for their affection for their canine friends that in some instances they have denied themselves necessaries in order to ensure that their dogs should breathe the free air of England. Seldom have we of the League derived more pleasure from aiding downcast dog-lovers than we have in extending a helping hand to these victims of racial and religious persecution.


There were also feline refugees from Nazism. The Cat, a little later in the drama, highlighted the case of ‘Mischi’ – ‘a really lovely striped tabby with large intelligent eyes and long, graceful lines. She has a large vocabulary in two languages, one of them Czechoslovakian, although she is an “England” cat, and instantly replies to certain words of interest, such as “meat”, etc.’


Mischi, now living in Slough, was pregnant. Her owner was looking for a good home for ‘a son of this beautiful and intelligent cat’. Give him to me!


As the German Army marched into the capital of Mischi’s homeland, Prague, on 16 March, the national mood darkened. Sir John Anderson, who had entered the Cabinet as Lord Privy Seal in October 1938, intensified defensive preparations. Maybe this time the nation’s pets would get some proper consideration.


Animal lovers could reflect meanwhile that as Europe was rushing towards the precipice, at the nation’s helm was someone who understood the natural world. The Prime Minister, it was noted, was a keen birdwatcher. ‘His morning bird walk in St James’s Park accompanied by his wife must be of considerable value in providing physical and mental refreshment before facing the day’s duties with the Cabinet,’ reported Animals and Zoo Magazine.


Under the attention-grabbing headline ‘Neville Chamberlain Moth Hunter’, the magazine recorded the PM finding a wood leopard moth in ‘the venerable garden of Number 10’.


‘It is certainly no small encouragement to natural history in these difficult times that the Prime Minister has found time to collect moths as well as to watch birds and fish,’ said its correspondent.


But after Prague, war really did seem inevitable. In early April, Whitehall officials met to discuss what to do with domestic pets in case of war – but not yet the larger animals. ‘Cattle and sheep present little problem in the Metropolitan Police area,’ it was noted at a meeting of the provisional committee set up to examine what was now being called an ‘ARP for Animals Service’. The Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, Sir Philip Game, got directly involved.


Just what it was supposed to do would depend on whether the Government ordered ‘the compulsory slaughter of all animals not of economic value’ according to an internal discussion paper (the proposal is marked ‘suggest delete’ in the margin). That meant the mass destruction of pets.


The British Bee-Keepers Association meanwhile complained that no one in authority was considering the position of bees, should war break out. The evacuation of hives from the suburbs of larger cities should be considered, ‘because in an air raid, a badly disrupted apiary could increase panic and hinder rescue,’ it was noted in the journal Bee Craft. That was not to be the last word on bees.


The RSPCA provided a census of the imperial capital’s non-human population. ‘Besides the 40,000 working horses in the metropolis there were also 18,000 pigs, 9,000 sheep, 6,000 head of cattle, 400,000 dogs, and approximately 1,500,000 cats,’ announced Sir Robert Gower at a conference in May. ‘The public looks to the Society to see that this vast army of animals has adequate protection.’


Many of those working horses were employed by railway companies, breweries, dairies and borough councils, but many more were the animals of the poor, living in tumbledown backyard stables in the sort of conditions that Maria Dickin had found so distressing, twenty years before. If cities were evacuated or bombed, how should they be looked after?


The Home Office discussions progressed through the spring. The National Veterinary Medical Association (NVMA) gave their views. The RSPCA was brought in, plus the chairman of the Dogs’ Home, Battersea, Sir Charles Hardinge. Mr H. E. Bywater, chief veterinary officer of the County Borough of West Ham on the eastern edge of the metropolis, who was organizing an experimental local defence scheme, was co-opted.


It was agreed that some sort of official advice to the public should be drafted. The initial plan was for a regional network of vets to work with local authority ARP services, but when in March the ‘various animal welfare societies’ were at last consulted after months of being ignored, they fell over each other to get aboard.


The man doing the consulting was Mr Christopher Pulling, barrister, chronicler of the English music hall, connoisseur of detective fiction and career civil-servant (he would be Senior Assistant Secretary at Scotland Yard for thirty-five years). The intervention of this exotic figure on behalf of pets would have unlooked-for consequences.


‘The RSPCA, People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals, Our Dumb Friends’ League, the Dogs’ Home, Battersea and National Canine Defence League all have plentiful funds and are well situated with ample premises,’ Mr Pulling noted in April. ‘One is well aware of the complications of the animal defence societies’ internecine politics, but I am assured by the secretaries of most that they are anxious to offer their full resources with no charge on public funds,’ so he informed the Commissioner. He thought a strong, independent chairman would be necessary if they somehow agreed to co-operate.


Meanwhile he was developing a scheme of his own. To get away from danger, ‘people with cars might be able to take their pets with them,’ he said, ‘but there are others who will not.’ It was a statement of the obvious. Animal welfare societies should not only be responsible for the destruction of pets but also for the evacuation of animals in ‘good condition’ to suitable rural refuges, he proposed.


Nevertheless a large number of strays was inevitable. Starving or injured cats and dogs should be straightaway put down by police. Where London strays in ‘good condition’ came into police hands, they should be sent to the Dogs’ Home, Battersea in the usual way (who would decide what was ‘good’ or not?) with the statutory retention period under the Animals Act, 1911, before destruction – in case anyone turned up to claim them. But the period of grace would be reduced if necessary by an Emergency Defence Regulation from seven days to three.


The Home Office animals-at-war advice pamphlet was progressing. It was a well-meaning mix of technical information about the effects of high explosive and various gases – ‘that might be employed in a future war’ – and the mechanics of despatching creatures who might be ‘incurably injured’.


Its basis was Colonel Stordy’s memorandum of January, with a dash of Professor Richter’s Luftschutz manual, with amendments made by interested parties – including this inserted at a meeting of the ‘drafting sub-committee’ in April at the suggestion of Mr Pulling:1


Dogs and cats and other pets must be considered the personal responsibility of their owners. These animals will be prohibited from entering the shelters provided for public use. Owners should make up their minds whether they can take away their dog or cat themselves. If this is impossible, they should decide whether the animal is best destroyed or evacuated to the care of friends in the country.


The destruction imperative was repeated at the end – just before the appendix on how to use a captive-bolt pistol. It said:


When an owner has been unable to send his dog or cat to a safe area, he should consider the advisability of having it painlessly destroyed. 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 [author’s italics] by the responsible authority for the protection of the public.


This was the primary fear that would now drive policy, the prospect of frenzied hordes of gas-contaminated cats and dogs swarming through burning cities. And what about those school pets? Instead of being cosily tended by caretakers such as Mr Stordy proposed, all those guinea-pigs, rabbits, etc. were not to be ‘destroyed unless they can be evacuated in advance,’ stated the manual published in early July as ARP Handbook No. 12 – ‘Air Raid Precautions for Animals’, available from His Majesty’s Stationery Office, price 3d.


Meanwhile, a grand conference of what were described as ‘the first class animal societies’ was held in London on 22 June (the exclusion of the ‘lesser’ ones caused outrage) under Sir John Anderson’s political patronage. Would ‘an extension of their peace time activities’ be enough to cope with pets in war? Could they ‘pool their resources’ under some new organization? A highly revealing discussion resulted, reported to the Commissioner by Christopher Pulling.


The West Ham vet, H. E. Bywater, suggested ‘evacuation would only be the fringe of the problem’. In his borough alone there were ’20,000 dogs and 60,000 cats’.


‘The main problem would be the disposal of these pets,’ he said, ‘by industrial concerns [which] should make use of all by-products possible.’


Mr Edward Bridges Webb, secretary of the PDSA, agreed with this starkly utilitarian approach, suggesting that ‘carcasses, once collected, be turned to profitable use’, adding that his remarks referred to ‘small animals only’, as the minutes of the meeting recorded.


Meanwhile Mrs Beauchamp Tufnell of Our Dumb Friends’ League ‘thought the outbreak of war would be so sudden, evacuation would not be possible’.


There was general agreement that the outbreak of war would mean the mass killing of pets, even if not yet by Government compulsion. Were the means adequate? Both Our Dumb Friends’ League and the Dogs’ Home, Battersea were contractors to the Metropolitan Police in the matter of stray dogs, it was noted, with humane destruction as their main task. Indeed Battersea did so on an industrial scale.


The League used electricity, as did Battersea, which was capable of killing 100 dogs an hour with their very modern ‘electrothanaters’ on two sites (the second was in Bow, in the East End). Their vans could carry twenty dogs each. Each Canine Defence League clinic could deal with fifty dogs and thirty cats an hour by electrocution, chloroform or hydrocyanic acid injection. The RSPCA had fifty-two ‘cat and dog lethalling centres’ in London alone and more in provincial cities. The PDSA were proposing an evacuation and registration scheme with ‘two kinds of [identity] disc, one to say the animal may be destroyed. They disposed of fifty ‘Temple Cox Captive Bolt Humane Killers’ with 150 staff trained to use them, the ministry was told.


The death chambers and captive-bolt pistols were ready. Mr Arthur Moss of the RPSCA gloomily pronounced that the ‘primary task’ for them all would be the destruction of animals and proposed that his inspectors be granted three months’ exemption from call-up so that ‘they could train persons in the use of the humane killer’. Lorries and lifting gear would be needed for the collection of carcasses and ‘four-pronged forks for small animals’.


To dispose of the corpses, the firm of Harrison, Barber & Co., slaughterers and fat renderers of Sugar House Lane, Stratford E15, was ready to do its bit. Already there had been preliminary discussions with the company chairman, Captain E. Upton. A schedule was drafted of economically useful by-products – soap, fats, glues, fertilizer, fur. It was noted that the ‘voluntary societies carried out [destruction] work without charge, the profit lying in the disposal of the carcass’.


It was looking grim for pets.


Thus it was by early August 1939 the Home Office contingency animals committee had become transmuted into part of the nation’s defences. It would have a grand title, the ‘National Air Raid Precautions Animals Committee’ (NARPAC) and bring together, it was to be hoped, the veterinary profession, the animal welfare charities and the Government in working harmony.
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