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Introduction


Thirty years ago on a cool autumn morning, the last members of the Australian Army Veterinary Corps (AAVC) did their best to keep up behind their modest banner at the annual Anzac Day march in Sydney. For some of these twenty-six men, then in their seventies and eighties, it would be the last public show of support for their old Corps — an organisation now largely forgotten. In subsequent Anzac Day marches, no-one took their place and memories of these men and their Corps — one of the Army’s smallest — faded from public consciousness.1 Yet it was largely through the efforts of these men that the Australian contribution to the Allied war machine in the ‘Great War’ was so effective.


Despite its relatively small size, the veterinary services of Britain and her dominions made a notable contribution to victory in the First World War. Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, the Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Force, commented that ‘if in March 1918 the equine force of Germany had been on the same scale, and as efficient as the British equine force, the Germans would unquestionably have succeeded in breaking through between the French and British armies, and inflicted a defeat so great that recovery might have been impossible.’2 At a time when the word ‘horsepower’ represented another, more personal affinity to a society still largely dependent on animals, this statement would have resonated deeply.


Little mention has been made of the AAVC, even in books which deal wholly with horses. Laurie Field’s otherwise admirable study of Australia’s involvement in the Boer War, Forgotten War (1979), A.T. Yarwood’s work on the Waler (1989), the Duchess of Hamilton’s book on the Light Horse (2002) and Roland Perry’s The Australian Light Horse (2009) all deal with the subject of horses at war without mention of the Veterinary Corps.3 Recent Australian scholarship concerning the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) in France is no better, and even the official histories are almost silent, with Charles Bean uncharacteristically mute. Henry Gullett’s 1923 study of the desert campaigns ignores the Veterinary Corps entirely and is a work due for revision for this reason alone. While animals are mentioned in the current Oxford Companion to Australian Military History, there is only a small reference to the Corps.


It is striking that, despite its status as a largely rural nation during the period in review, and although there is a growing bibliography devoted to, or at least dealing with aspects of horsed warfare in Australia, so little attention has been paid to the Veterinary Corps. Consequently, it has been difficult to obtain a clear picture of the contribution of the Corps to the Australian Army. Making matters worse are the layers of myth and third-hand narrative concerning horses and one particular donkey that were spun into the national psyche during the twentieth century. As the Englishman Arthur Ponsonby wrote in 1928: ‘War is fought in this fog of falsehood, a great deal of it undiscovered and accepted as truth.’4


If this work does have anything new to say about Australian military history, or at least the popular mythology attached to it, it is that the much-vaunted devotion of the Digger to his horse is vastly overstated. The following comment from a Light Horseman in Palestine in 1917, referring to a mate’s horse, is not untypical of observations in contemporary letters and diaries: ‘Spurway’s nag is easily the worst in the Regiment – one of those sneaky brutes which always wear a martyred appearance.’5 Many men were indifferent riders or drivers of horses, mules or camels — in both world wars. At the same time, members of the 1st AIF could be just as devoted to a mule (for example, ‘Murphy’ of Gallipoli fame) or camel as they might be to a horse. Unsurprisingly, there has been scant documentation of the extraordinarily important role of members of the AAVC in the Northern Territory as a source of meat during the Second World War, providing a bulwark against imported diseases. This, a little-known story set in the harsh and unglamorous Australian outback, is also related here. But it is the contribution of the Veterinary Corps (officers and men) as a key logistics player in supporting the AIF in two vastly different operational areas in World War I that is the most glaring omission. Correcting this omission is one of the aims of this work.


There have been several attempts to record the history of the Corps over the last eighty years and these, which make a fascinating story in themselves, are explored in Chapter 13. This study concentrates, however, on the Corps’ activities in the First World War, the peak of its strength, when it helped maintain the 1st AIF as an effective fighting force in the field.6 As Spence noted, ‘Mobility was critical to British success and logistic considerations and the physical constraints on the use of horses in combat were a major problem for a large part of that conflict. These difficulties did reduce combat effectiveness and greatly extended the duration of the conflict.’7


The British Army and its organisation, doctrine, directives and influence held primacy over the life of the Corps, in much the same way the Australian Army operates today under the tutelage of the United States military.8 This affiliation was universal in the Australian Army at the time and, for the Veterinary Corps at least, it was never tense or condescending. Officers of what became the Royal Army Veterinary Corps (RAVC) such as Major General Sir John Moore, the Director of Veterinary Services, and Colonel F.W. Wilson, the Deputy Director of Veterinary Services for the British Second Army, were effective and generous mentors to the AAVC. Australia’s commitment to the First World War, however glorified by modern generations, was relatively small in terms of the men and materiel supplied. After all, Australia in 1914 boasted a population of only 4,948,990. Once in Egypt and on the Western Front, the AIF, like its New Zealand, Canadian and South African counterparts, was subsumed into a massive, distinctly British war machine.


The emphasis in this work must necessarily lie with the First World War, arguably the ‘finest hour’ of the Corps. Post-war mechanisation relegated the AAVC to a minor logistical player as far as the military was concerned. Jeremy Black’s insightful book Rethinking Military History (2004) pleads for greater recognition of technological advances made during the war and the AAVC, as part of a wider veterinary war effort, is also due such recognition. Black argues that ‘far from weaponry being the key sphere for the successful application of technology in order to enhance military capability, it was these other fields in which application was most important …’ The evolution of applied science and more effective administration and deployment of veterinary field units contributed in no small part to the prosecution of a successful war — at least in 1918.


The Australian Army’s dependence on the Corps and the relationship between these two organisations and the remount system cannot be overstated. The efficiency or otherwise of the breeding and supply of Army horses (remounts), and the veterinary services are inextricably linked. ‘Mounted troops are only as effective as their animals allow them to be and the campaigns in the Near East depended upon the constant availability of fit, trained animals to replace those killed, wounded or exhausted by work.’9


Some brief strategic or operational information at the beginning of most chapters may help make sense of often complicated battles and movements and the associated role of the Veterinary Corps. The individual and collective achievements of the Corps also form part of each chapter’s beginning. As this book does not pretend to be a clinical veterinary study, a glossary of veterinary terms is provided to assist readers. I have incorporated two unpublished and unattributed histories written by members of the Corps which deal with the Western Front and Palestine during World War I. These works provide the skeleton for those chapters which deal with Corps activities for that period.


The AAVC’s key contribution in the First World War was to the Army’s combat effectiveness. The war was fought largely with the assistance of horses and mules and, in the desert campaigns, with the addition of camels. Like ammunition and rations, these beasts of burden were a critical logistic asset. The mismanagement or attrition of animals directly affected the war effort and this contributed to German and Ottoman reversals in 1918. The AAVC was no less ready to do its part in World War II despite the mechanisation that by then had made Army veterinarians increasingly irrelevant to the war effort.


Some notion of what might have occurred if an Army Veterinary Corps had not been formed is apparent in the arrival in Europe in 1917 of the American Expeditionary Force as described in the pages of the Veterinary Military History of the United States. This force had no veterinary organisation and the resulting gross wastage of valuable animals so alarmed the Allies that both the French and the British insisted that an American Veterinary Corps be organised along European lines. The French were particularly concerned at the possibility of disease spreading to civilian animals and also doubted the ability of the American units to retain their mobility in battle.10 Their fears were justified: the Americans lost 23,000 animals in the course of the war.


Captain Cecil French, in (what was in 1921) his unauthorised history of the Canadian Veterinary Corps, could have been describing its Australian counterpart when he wrote:


Of the glamour and heroic side of warfare, the reader will find in the succeeding pages scarcely a trace, for it did not lie within the province of the veterinary corps to distinguish itself in this respect; its duty, by virtue of its non combatant character, having been to remain in the rear where it could best perform its appointed function of constantly helping to maintain the mobility of the combatant units and to repair some of the ravages of the battlefield.11


This, then, is the essence of our narrative.


Michael Tyquin
Canberra, 2011




For Bernard and Thomas Tyquin and all who worked with
horses on farms and elsewhere during the twentieth century.
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CHAPTER 1


Antecedents and lessons learnt


Until 1901 all colonies (later to became states of the Commonwealth of Australia), maintained their own defence forces in which small cadres of veterinary surgeons were attached to mounted units. In 1886 Victoria, followed by New South Wales in 1896, organised the veterinary surgeons attached to units into a Veterinary Department, giving them honorary rank. Until that time these men had given their services voluntarily, held no formal army rank, but had been classified as either first or second class, the equivalent to a captain or lieutenant. Their rank was not particularly significant, as the standard of pre-Federation officers ‘was often mediocre, scarcely surprising given that there were few opportunities for serious professional military training in the colonies.’1 All of these men had qualified at the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons in London, as there was no veterinary college in Australia until 1888 when Dr William Tyson Kendall established his own institution in the Melbourne suburb of Fitzroy. Of course there were many unqualified ‘horse doctors’, quacks and others all vying for custom at the turn of the twentieth century.


These tiny Veterinary Departments were run by a Principal Veterinary Surgeon with one veterinary officer attached to each Light Horse or Mounted Rifles unit and one attached to the field artillery. The first graduates of Dr Kendall’s University of Melbourne Veterinary College to be granted commissions as veterinary lieutenants were Ernest A. Kendall (one of his sons) and H.S. Kyle, both commissioned in 1896.2


A new army for the Commonwealth


On the heels of Federation, the colonial defence forces were transferred to the Commonwealth and a 21-person Veterinary Department was established. For the next thirty years, the Department owed much of its organisational and administrative principles to the British Veterinary Corps which was established on 5 October 1903. The Principal Veterinary Officers (PVOs) in each state were Lieutenant Colonel John Irvine in Queensland, Major Ernest Kendall in Victoria, Captain Andrew Gribben in New South Wales, Captain John Desmond in South Australia, and Captain Ernest Le Souef in Western Australia.3 The Head of the Army Medical Services, Colonel William Williams, organised and administered the Veterinary Department from 1904 to 1912 when this responsibility was transferred to the Assistant Director of Remounts, a situation that continued until the outbreak of World War I.


[image: image]


Photo 1.1: Lieutenant Ernest A. Kendall in the uniform of the Victorian Mounted Rifles, c. 1899 (AWM P04272.004).


Max Henry, who would later become a senior officer in the AAVC, wrote in 1929 that ‘it was a profound relief for all veterinary officers who had previously served in the Commonwealth Military Forces to get away from the absurd and obsolete system whereby the veterinary services were placed under the Director of Remounts.’ He believed that the Australian Army would never ‘have possessed an efficient veterinary service unless this reform had been carried out.’ The situation also held true in the post-war period. ‘It is profoundly satisfactory to note that the system adopted during the war has been continued in peace and the veterinary services of the Australian Military Forces constitute a separate directorate, the head of which reports direct to the Quartermaster-General.’4


The passing of the Defence Act on 1 March 1904 ‘established the citizen-soldier as the basis of the Australian Army.’5 Members of the AAVC would share this heritage until 1946. In 1904, the government replaced the General Officer Commanding the Army, Sir Edward Hutton, with a Military Board, a move which reflected similar changes then taking place in the British Army. For the next few years this board largely determined the size and administration of the Veterinary Department and, from 1909, the Veterinary Corps in Australia.


Table 1 illustrates a typical Australian Army formation in the period 1904–05 (See Appendix 1 for notes on the composition of Australian Army formations). The implications for obtaining sufficient veterinarians to sustain this one group, the 5th Light Horse Brigade, are obvious given the minuscule number (about seventy qualified men) of professionals then practising in Australia.6
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Photo 1.2: Evolution of the cavalry saddle. The British Army was equipped with this pattern saddle when it deployed to the Boer War (Cavalry Journal, No.15).
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Table 1. The brigade was the largest formation in the Australian Army at this time. The outfitting and staff work for raising the 1st AIF would cause huge problems in 1915. (Source: A. Palazzo, The Australian Army: a History of its Organisation 1901-2001, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 2001, p. 31.)
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Photo 1.3: Men of the NSW Mounted Rifles training c.1909 (AWM ART 15033).


General Hutton’s planned organisation for Australia’s military forces was never formally approved by the Australian Government — with consequences for the Veterinary Corps as will become clear: ‘the proposed war establishment for the forces which determined the scale of equipment to be acquired had not been gazetted.’7 In 1906, Hutton’s entire concept of a field force was dropped. The result was a new grouping that consisted of five light horse brigades, two infantry brigades and four mixed brigades (raised in the smaller states) — all of which would require veterinary support.
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Map 1: Australia’s Military Districts. Each contained a total of 224 training areas.


In 1909 the Empire’s most eminent military personage, Lord Horatio Herbert Kitchener, arrived at the invitation of the Australian Government to review its defence preparations. Kitchener proposed the establishment of an 80,000-strong Australian Army, although he made no suggestions that directly addressed veterinary matters. He also recommended that the country be divided into six Military Districts. The government accepted his advice in its entirety. Not surprisingly then, the new Australian Army and its various corps were trained ‘on a rigidly British system’.8


In 1911 the non-permanent element of the Army, the Citizen Military Force (CMF), was created with the merging of the Army’s volunteers and militia units. General Sir Ian Hamilton, a Boer War hero, had visited Australia in 1914 as Inspector General of the Overseas Forces. Hamilton noted the lack of competent officers and indifferent horsemanship in some areas he visited. In his report on the Commonwealth’s forces, Hamilton commented that ‘a scheme for the registration of horses’ was being formulated.9 The Army’s evolution was further influenced by the Imperial Conference held in London on 23 May and 20 June 1914, by which time few statesmen and senior military officers entertained any doubts concerning Germany’s future intentions.


Lessons and influence of the Boer War


Twenty-five veterinarians (not all of them qualified) had deployed to the war in South Africa between 1899 and 1902. These men had travelled as individuals since there were no veterinary units in existence at that time. Despite their small numbers, they played an important role: ‘The absence of a vet could make a commanding officer uneasy, for it risked immobilising his unit.’10 Many of these men remained in the military forces and would serve in the Great War of 1914–1918. While the Boer War was generally not a happy campaign for the British forces, it was a spectacular disaster from a veterinary perspective. However, the war provided several future members of the Corps with valuable experience in military life and army administration which they would put to good use in the First World War.


Author A.T. Yarwood estimates Australian horse losses in South Africa at approximately 25,000 animals. This assumes a morbidity rate (67.3%) equal to the overall loss in that campaign which amounted to 326,000 horses. Yarwood also noted that they ‘suffered far more than other imports because of their special difficulty in becoming acclimatised.’11 A total of 51,399 mules also died. For all animals the main causes of death were Glanders and epizootic Lymphangitis.12 ‘When the war ended, 140,000 horses and 74,000 mules were declared surplus to Army requirements and disposed of without adequate veterinary control. ‘Returning Army units introduced epizootic Lymphangitis to England and started an epidemic which was not eliminated for several years.’13 These diseases would continue to concern veterinarians well into the next war.


Horses and mules were rushed to the Boer War from around the globe with little consideration of their purchase, quality, transport or pre-deployment arrangements, or acclimatisation once they arrived in country. Few of the horses sent to South Africa from Australia were inspected by a remount or veterinary officer prior to their departure. The result was that ‘veterinary services were placed under intolerable pressures that resulted largely from poor planning and, as a consequence, the horses arriving in Cape Town or Durban were not given any time for acclimatisation but were despatched immediately in cattle trucks to the front.’14 When they finally deployed, the environment was unforgiving.


An eminent British military veterinary officer, Sir Frederick Smith, did not mince his words when he wrote that, while South Africa had long been regarded as the graveyard of reputations, ‘amongst those consigned to its scrap heap during the South African war was that of the veterinary service of the [British] army.15 A Royal Commission established in 1901 to examine the scandalous loss of horseflesh started badly by calling only one veterinary officer to give evidence, a man who had taken no part in that campaign. Despite this, major lessons were learned and changes instituted and the veterinary corps of Britain and its dominions were the direct result. Perhaps the seven civilian veterinary surgeons (hired on twelve-month contracts) who died in South Africa had not given their lives entirely in vain. There were also two other inquiries, one in 1902 to examine shortfalls in the Army Remount Services, and a third, the Hardwick Committee’s hearings in 1902, which looked specifically at veterinary matters.


Legendary Australian ballad writer and journalist A.B. ‘Banjo’ Paterson, who was in South Africa as a war correspondent, saw plenty there that he did not like. Veterinary officer Geoffrey Fethers later wrote of Paterson: ‘Banjo was a taciturn little fellow who no one in the mess believed could be vocal enough to write such stirring verse as had been published in the Bulletin in the 1880s … [but] … he had an uncanny eye for horseflesh.’16


Paterson’s observations not only described animal woes, but foreshadowed the sort of profiteering that would plague the Australian Army in 1914 and 1915. ‘Colonel Knight’s men [of the New South Wales Mounted Infantry] were sent from Australia with wretched cheap bush saddles, things I wouldn’t put on a mule – and half his horses have shocking sore backs.’17 During the Boer War, army horses were divided into three classes: cavalry horses, mounted infantry horses, and artillery horses. Paterson believed that suitable cavalry horses were the hardest to procure and outlined his reasons: ‘The cavalry saddle with field equipment weighs about seven stone, so that a fairly heavy man, say twelve stone in weight, rides his horse at the cruel weight of 19 stone. With this weight on their backs, the cavalry horses are supposed to able to move from place to place at the rate of nine miles per hour.’18 The efficacy of cavalry, the elite in most Western armies at the time, was also being questioned as a result of the Boer War experience.


Logistic necessity on the veldt demanded a rethink over the use of horses. ‘Cavalry increasingly has come to fight like the colonial mounted rifle units … not so much because of tactical developments, but because, after the first months of the war, their horses were not up to the effort required of them. Despite the believed necessity, the decision to expand the number of mounted troops put a severe strain on an already creaky logistic system and this, when combined with poor horsemanship and the general difficulty of trying to keep horses in a climate not suited to them, soon led to such horse casualties that the efficiency of all mounted troops was affected.’19 Australia had no cavalry; its closest units were the Light Horse Regiments which would become some of the Veterinary Corps’ most important clients over its lifetime.


The conflict with the Boers in South Africa was not the only recent war to give Australian defence planners cause for concern. The 1905 Russo-Japanese War, in which a supposedly racially inferior and third-rate power had humiliated Russia, added a frisson of nervousness to debates over the shape of the Australian Army. While the Royal Navy continued to provide a security blanket for the new nation, huge domestic distances and a small population would challenge military planning, particularly the provision of veterinary support.


The failure of horse breeding and horsemanship in Australia


The Boer War created a huge and unexpected demand for remounts and the country awoke to the fact that it had suddenly become very difficult to obtain large drafts of good quality horses in Australia. A few thousand sound mounts were purchased, but many more proved unsatisfactory. Then, as now, market forces reigned supreme and, in the early 1900s, the Japanese Government, paying top prices, ‘bought 10,000 horses in Australia for general army purposes. It also purchased numbers of stallions, and the buyers found much less difficulty in securing good, stout, well-bred sires.’20


In 1900 Australian horse breeding was by no means universally admired. Horses were considered to be ‘slow at recovering from exhaustion, a bad feature in a soldier’s horse … liable to respiratory trouble, especially catarrh and bilious fever. They require a long time for recovery after a voyage. The muscular development is imperfect, and they need long and continuous exercise and feeding before being fit for service.’21 Most contemporary commentators regarded the New Zealand horse as a far superior animal for military purposes — a view that held for many years.
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Photo 1.4: British Army Universal Pattern steel arch saddle with Beech wood side bars, numnah panels and original ‘V’ attachment and sweat flaps with a single two-buckle, split leather girth. 1912 (AWM REL31912).


The 1902 official inquiry in London had been charged with examining the administration of the Army Remount Department since January 1899. Lord Kitchener was unimpressed with the system as it had operated and criticised the standard of Australian horses supplied for that campaign. There were, however, good reasons for the poor quality horseflesh which was sent to the South African theatre in 1899. An Australian breeder later wrote that British Army buyers ‘operating within tight budget constraints were only able to purchase horses at prices from between £12 and £15. At the same time, buyers for the Indian Army, always on the lookout for quality horseflesh, were in the Australian market at £20 to £30 per head. It is no wonder inferior horses were sent to the veldts.’22 Lieutenant Colonel C. Kulper, the Director of the Indian Remount Service, went much further in a statement in 1902: ‘There is no doubt that horse breeding in Australia has been very largely given up; the large demand for horses in South Africa has drained the country of many thousands of horses and is still going on, but the class of horse taken was very inferior and not in any way suitable for Indian remounts; they were of all shapes, sizes and ages, and the only point insisted upon was that they should be quiet to ride.’23


Another observer, a British cavalry officer, was not only accurate in his explanation for the deterioration in horse breeding in Australia, but predicted that increasing mechanisation would eventually sound the death knell for horsemanship in the Australian Army: ‘It is to be noted that the extension of railways and the introduction of, firstly bicycles, and latterly, motors, has already done much to abolish the necessity of keeping good saddle and harness horses by such people as professional men and land-holders, classes of men who … used to supply themselves with the best horse-flesh they could get.’24 He urged Australian breeders to lose no time in improving the standard of horse breeding in Australia. One of the important contributions Army veterinarians would make in post-war Australia was to the improvement of breeding stock.


‘Horsemanship’ is a word that was used often by officers and men of the AAVC throughout its forty-year history and it deserves some explanation. At its simplest, the term refers to the skill involved in riding a horse — yet it is much more than this. Horsemanship also involves producing the best in an animal whether it is being driven, ridden or led. Critically, it includes the proper care of the horse, and in this the core business of the Veterinary Corps is apparent. Popular belief still holds that Australians in the first decades of the twentieth century were all natural horse folk. This is most certainly a myth. The warning signs of poor horsemanship had been evident as early as 1899.


Criticism of poor horsemanship was ‘widely made of the Australians in South Africa who, though daring and skilful riders, failed often in the basic tasks of the horse master, possibly because they came from a land where horses were so cheap.’25 Sir Frederick Smith highlighted one universal misconception: ‘The idea that if a man is able to keep his place in the saddle, everything connected with the care and management of the horse automatically follows.’26 It seems that soldiers both trained and untrained in mounted warfare abused their horses either through thoughtlessness or lack of care. Most Australian colonial troops were used to tapping into a large pool of cheap horses, albeit of indifferent quality. However, the easy replacement of losses was denied to the Allied armies in both South Africa and the First World War. Thus the conservation of the horse as a military asset became the raison d’être of the AAVC and its brother organisations.


Writing about the Australian experience of the Boer War, Laurie Field quoted the Marquis of Tullibardine who had raised the Scottish horse for that campaign and who said of Australians in his unit that ‘had they been less good horsemen they would have been better horsemasters.’27 His was not a lone voice by any means. ‘Throughout the whole war the casualties among horses were very great, particularly in the majority of non-regular units, where the men were less experienced in the care of horses.’28


Professor (and soon to be AAVC officer) Harry Woodruff thought he knew a thing or two about the Army’s requirements for horses:


Unmanageable horses are not admissible. The class required is a deep, short-backed, good barrelled horse of a hunter stamp, with substance and quality, true action and going quite clear of the joints. Artillery, Engineers and Army Service Corps should be good quality draught horses. Whilst these are ideal types of remounts, the selection of horses in war time is a thing apart. South African experience [which still haunted the profession and the Army] made clear two things which should be kept in mind. The first is that not technical ‘soundness’, but fitness and hard condition are the indispensible things. The second is that horses six years old and over are infinitely preferable to green immature four-year-olds, no matter how sound and good looking these latter may be.29


Similar opinions were voiced across the Tasman. Major J. Stafford of the New Zealand Army Veterinary Corps, writing in 1918, held similar views on the ideal remount: ‘The horses that have stood the campaign the best are low-set, well balanced horses. Remounts should show breeding … Well built ponies from 14.1 to 14.3 hands, with good, straight, clean action, have withstood the rigours of the campaign much better than taller horses.’30


The Sydney Morning Herald reported on Wednesday 26 June 1904 that recent purchases made in New South Wales by the Army were ‘at exorbitant prices [and], are the subject of an official inquiry … The Army, when it buys remounts, appoints purchasing boards, which buy horses at various centres on dates and at times advertised in advance. It is admitted that the Army usually pays more than the open market price, because it buys only selected types, after veterinary examination.’ However, general unease about the system would continue for some time, and these misgivings were shared by many veterinary officers.


Post -Federation: a new corps for a new army


In 1901 the Australian colonies surrendered their powers to the new Commonwealth Military Forces. Consequently, one Principal Veterinary Surgeon (known from 1909 as a Principal Veterinary Officer or PVO) was appointed in each of the six Military Districts: Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, South Australia, Western Australia and Tasmania. Major General Sir Edward Hutton was keen to establish a professional Army veterinary system and, in 1903, recommended that it be raised the following year. The veterinary system would be managed by Colonel William Williams, the Army’s senior medical officer, as a branch of the Adjutant General’s Department.31 Later, in 1908, the veterinary officers (there were still no veterinary non-commissioned officers or private soldiers) were placed directly under the Quartermaster General. Similar developments were occurring elsewhere throughout the Empire. The British Army Veterinary Corps had been inaugurated on 5 October 1903 (it was not styled ‘Royal’ until November 1918) as a direct result of reforms recommended in the wake of the Boer War. The New Zealand Army Veterinary Corps was established in 1907, followed in 1910 by the Canadian Army Veterinary Corps.


It is important to note that, between 1905 and 1914 — as the Army suffered its growing pains — there were no fewer than five changes of federal government. This political instability must have affected the nascent Corps in a material way though administrative inertia, lack of direction and inconsistent defence policies. However, a promising start was made with a process established to select officers for the Veterinary Corps.


The ‘Syllabus of Subjects for the Examination for First Appointment and for Promotion of Officers of the Australian Army Veterinary Corps’ was approved by the Military Board and published in September 1909. Officers who belonged to the old Veterinary Departments would ‘continue to hold such commissions, with the same seniority, as officers of the Australian Army Veterinary Corps.’ It was the responsibility of Military District Commandants to appoint boards of examiners in each state. The examination was relatively straightforward and had undergone only minor changes before it was used. Captain Ernest Le Souef, the senior Army veterinary officer for Western Australia, wrote to his state board on 21 June 1909 to suggest one alteration: the inclusion of a section on poisonous plants. He clearly remembered cases of weed poisoning that had killed a number of horses on the South African veldt.


Veterinarians applying for the rank of lieutenant and captain were required to be familiar with the administration, organisation and equipment of the AAVC. They also had to pass an examination based on various Commonwealth Military Regulations, Standing Orders, and ‘such parts’ of various publications concerning a range of issues from animal management to field service regulations. For promotion to major, candidates should possess an understanding of the general system of veterinary administration, organisation and mobilisation of the Corps, be able to describe the supply and accounting of veterinary stores and demonstrate some knowledge of the transport of animals by land and sea (another lesson from South Africa). For the higher rank of lieutenant colonel, applicants also had to demonstrate familiarity with the management of epizootics, the sanitation of camps, stables and transports ‘from a veterinary point of view’ and be versed in the veterinary history of the South African War.


At the time of the establishment of the AAVC in 1909, the PVOs were still militia or part-time officers and were paid a small annual fee for their services. It was not until 1911 that non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and soldiers were admitted to the Corps to conduct the essential task of looking after sick horses, remounts and Army transport animals. While these changes were occurring, the artillery was also evolving and the first permanent batteries were established in 1910. On 5 April 1911 the Chief of Ordnance ‘recommended to the Minister that provision be made for additional personnel for the care of horses purchased for the Australian Field Artillery in the Commonwealth.’ A month later, the Inspector General authorised the establishment of ‘a small remount Veterinary Corps to have charge of Government horses, conduct schools etc.’32 The Army’s Remount Branch was established to place the purchase of horses on a sounder footing. The Remount Branch founded a depot ‘in all Australian States, but the main centre was in the outer Melbourne suburb of Maribyrnong, which also served as a stud farm. In the lead up to the outbreak of War in 1914 until January 1917, it paid an average of £20 per horse.’33 The consequence of these developments was to place an additional burden on the infant Veterinary Corps. Not surprisingly, the AAVC proved unable to cope, as Major General G. Kirkpatrick, a promising Canadian officer (who, on Lord Kitchener’s recommendation, had been made Inspector-General of the Australian Forces), reported in 1911. In the same year, the first full-time officers were appointed, having passed the examinations described above.


As a consequence of Kirkpatrick’s recommendations, the Military Board informed the Minister that it had made provision in the 1911/12 Establishment for ‘NSW one major, Victoria one major, Queensland one captain, South Australia one captain, plus two majors, two captains, eight farrier sergeants, 25 shoeing smiths and 72 privates.’ This is the first time members other than officers are mentioned in the Corps. Table 2 illustrates an ambitious, but realistic plan for the Corps at this time. It represents a significant investment in veterinary expertise, equipment and finance by an army that could ill afford the latter. Even by 10 April 1912 the Department of Defence could only authorise £45 ‘to provide the necessary drugs etc. for Army Remounts’ as authorised by the Estimates [budget] of 1911–12, ‘Pharmaceutical Services – Allowance to Veterinary Officers for care of Army remounts (April 1912).’34


Distribution of Proposed Veterinary Corps in 1914
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Estimated cost per annum of military AAVC personnel:
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Table 2: distribution of proposed Veterinary Corps (Source: Establishment of Permanent Army Veterinary Corps proposed, National Archives of Australia [hereafter NAA] (Melb) MP 84/1 2013/1/14).


As late as 1911 the Military Board still had not decided whether officers of the Corps should be ‘civilian’ (militia) or enlisted men. They were also uncertain whether ‘an officer holding the position of Inspector of Remounts should supervise members of the Corps.’35 Fortunately, the appointment of a permanent officer cadre for the AAVC later in 1911 saved the Board the agony of future decision-making.


Saturday 2 December 1911 was a significant milestone in the history of the Corps for, on that day, the creation of a ‘Permanent Section of the Australian Army Veterinary Corps’ was gazetted. The Quartermaster General had recommended on 24 October that the Military Board approve various draft regulations, additions to the Commonwealth Military Regulations, and financial and allowances regulations, ‘to permit the creation of a Permanent Section of the Australian Army Veterinary Corps. To comply with the Defence Act it is necessary to include them in the Administrative and Instructional Staff for purposes of organisation.’ There was an attachment to this minute which detailed the role of full-time Army veterinary officers. They were to perform their duties ‘under the orders of the Principal Veterinary Officer or Senior Veterinary Officer, and will, under his direction, carry out all veterinary duties in regard to horses on the permanent military establishment.’ Candidates for these appointments had to be aged between twenty-one and forty years, be certified by a Medical Board and ‘be in possession of a Degree or Diploma of a University or other institution approved by the Military Board. Permanent officers will not be permitted the right of private practice.’36 This was the same restriction that had been placed on officers of the Army Medical Corps. The age limit, however, was later extended, probably to accommodate the demographics of the civilian veterinary profession from which the Army was forced to draw its officers.37


The first two veterinary officers appointed in Victoria and New South Wales, Captains Charles Strong and Thomas Matson respectively, soon found they had a great deal to do. In addition to treating sick horses, they were supposed to train and instruct their NCOs and Army farriers in shoeing, animal first aid and horse management, while performing routine administrative duties as executive Army officers. By the end of 1912 they had come under the aegis of the Director of Remounts in the Quartermaster’s Branch, as a parsimonious Defence Minister refused the appointment of a separate Director of Veterinary Services. This important position was not approved until the eve of the First World War.


In 1913 the Corps expanded with the appointment of three subalterns, Lieutenants Joseph Penrose, Horace Baker and Leslie Whitfield (at £300 to £450 a year). More significantly, five sergeants were added to the AAVC’s establishment.


Interest by civilian veterinarians and graduates in the new Corps grew, judging by the number of new applications it received in 1913 to join the full-time Army. Fourteen men sought a commission as a lieutenant at the start of that year. Consequently, examinations were conducted in Melbourne on 14 April and in Sydney on 16 April. We know the identities (and results) of the candidates, some of whom will feature prominently in this narrative:


1st Military District


Mr Leslie Rouvray-Cox and Mr William


McMahon did not have a Diploma.


2nd Military District


Lt Horace M. Baker, John W. Bodey


(subject to being in possession of a Diploma).


Lt (Provisional) Charles N. Callow


(failed in April 1913).


3rd Military District


Edgar J. Lukey, George S. Bruce, William S.T. Morgan,


Charles E. Andrews,


Joseph S. Penrose


4th Military District


F. Murray-Jones, Robert H.F. McIndoe


5th Military District


Leo P. Weidenbach


6th Military District


Lt Leslie Charles Whitfield


Major Ernest Kendall, then working in Victoria’s Department of Agriculture and part-time PVO of the 3rd Military District, was appointed to the Board of Examiners in 1913. Its President was Lieutenant Colonel Victor Sellheim, the Quartermaster General, with Captain Charles Strong, AAVC, completing the trio.


A copy of Kendall’s application to join the AAVC survives. At the time of his application, he held the rank of major and had been the PVO in Victoria since 1903. Like his brother William and other colleagues, however, he had to reapply to join the new Veterinary Corps. In his application of 8 January 1912, the 35-year-old set out his qualifications and experience. He held a Bachelor of Veterinary Science from the University of Melbourne and a Diploma from the Melbourne Veterinary College (where his father, William T. Kendall, was Principal) where he had lectured for ten years. At the time of his application he was the Assistant Chief Veterinary Officer for the Victorian Department of Agriculture. He had served in the militia in his youth and, in 1899, had deployed to South Africa. Ernest Kendall’s enthusiasm for the military (shared by brother William) was evident even then. In 1901 he took leave to visit the United Kingdom, Germany and the United States of America to familiarise himself with horse breeding and army ‘organisation, administration and equipment’.


Curiously, Kendall’s application carries a comment written in the margin by Captain (later Lieutenant General) J. Legge. Legge notes that, while Kendall sat the examination on 27 February 1912, ‘he withdrew his application in view of the Minister’s decision that the appointment of P.V.O. would not be joined to that of S.V.O [Senior Veterinary Officer].’38 Kendall’s hopes of retaining his position as the senior Army veterinarian in that state seem to have been dashed, as the position was awarded to Charles Strong, another Boer War veteran. Captain Tom Matson was appointed to the same position in New South Wales.39 The examinations were advertised nationally in the major newspapers. There was even an application from South Africa, one Major C.J. Sanderson, then serving as PVO, South African Constabulary. Sanderson was eventually accepted as a veterinary officer in the 2nd Military District on 12 January 1912.40 Rank and pay were as important to career officers and for recruiting purposes then as they are now. Before 1914 the new Corps could not offer appropriate inducements to everyone, to the disappointment of some applicants. One Tasmanian hopeful in 1909, Mr. G.S. Bruce, returned his railway warrant and steamer ticket, explaining that he had reconsidered his application on the grounds that ‘the salary offered is not sufficient to induce me to accept the present position offered.’ Others, however, were simply keen and wanted to join the Corps despite possible loss of prestige and pay.


A copy of thirty-year-old Lieutenant William Kendall’s application to join the Corps full-time also survives. He was then practising in Prahran, Victoria, and his letter of 6 January 1912 was in response to a newspaper advertisement. He wrote that he was a graduate of the Melbourne Veterinary College, having qualified in November 1899, and had served in the Boer War during the years 1902–04. He ‘was attached to the Imperial Army Veterinary Department, having had charge of No.8 Station (Army) Veterinary Department, Mooi River, Natal in which there were 1,500 sick horses, for a period of 18 months.’ Like his brother, he visited England after the war and ‘made enquiries into the working of the Army Veterinary Department’ at Aldershot. On his return to Victoria, he applied for a commission in the newly formed AAVC as a lieutenant, ‘which was granted and I have been attached to the AAVC ever since. I might mention that on several occasions I have been detached to give lectures on horse management at various schools of instruction both ALH and AFA and have rendered services for the permanent [force’s] horses.’41


On 15 December 1909, Major Andrew Gribben, PVO of New South Wales, wrote to the Assistant Adjutant General suggesting that new veterinary officers should be gazetted as captains, as was the case in the Australian Army Medical Corps (AAMC). He explained his reasons: ‘I find great difficulty in getting qualified men to accept and herewith attach a letter bearing upon the point. I would especially bring under notice the case of Lieutenant and Honorary Captain R.W. Melhuish, who has had 13 years’ service and holds the rank of Hon Captain, only through his South Africa service.’ Gribben obviously had the ear of other Army officials. A week after he received this letter, the District Commandant of the 1st Military District wrote to the Secretary of the Military Board asserting that it had been ‘found impossible to obtain the services of duly qualified candidates for commission in the Australian Army Veterinary Corps.’ The only solution was to grant new applicants the rank of probationary captain as was the case in the AAMC. ‘The private preliminary training of the veterinary surgeon occupies practically as much time as for the medical profession, consequently it is submitted that gentlemen who have spent a number of years in obtaining their Degrees should, upon placing their professional attainments at the disposal of the Military Forces, be granted rank in keeping with the importance of the work they have been called upon to perform as officers of the AAVC.’


The result of the Secretary’s reflections on this letter was a circular of 14 February 1910 in which it was formally decreed that there would be only one examination for the rank of lieutenant and captain. ‘An officer provisionally appointed Lt may on passing the prescribed examination be recommended for confirmation and subject to funds being available for promotion to the rank of Captain.’42


On 13 January 1912 an amendment was forwarded to the Finance Member of the Military Board who approved it in September of that year. The amendment affected the regulation governing all troopers who used their own horses for military purposes, including training. ‘[Treatment of] privately owned horses injured when in the performance of duty in the field or while on duty with a military detachment will not be met at public expense in private veterinary hospitals. They should usually be treated by the officer in veterinary charge of Army Remounts, and may be placed in the care of the Remount Section, except in such cases where it would be more economical to employ a Civilian Veterinary Surgeon, or make use of a private veterinary hospital.’43 As with other services supposed to be provided by the Army internally, the various federal governments’ reluctance to spend money is evident. In 1913, however, the Inspector General, Major General G.M. Kirkwood, could report of the Army’s Veterinary Corps that it had ‘made steady progress in equipment and organisation. It is now in a position to receive and effectively instruct the farriers and [sic] shoeing.’44


In 1913, another possible candidate for the Corps, Dr T.G. Palgrave, a Member of the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons (MRCVS), wrote to Gribben in response to the offer of a commission in the Corps, regretting that he could not ‘see my way to availing myself of the proposed honour, as I already hold a Commission in H.M. Irregular Forces, senior in rank to any that would be likely to be granted me here.’45


It was as well that the Imperial service was providing a role model for its dominion offspring. The British had taken the lessons of the Boer War to heart and were, if statistics can be believed, looking after their army comparatively well. At a time when most European powers were seriously preparing for war, animal morbidity figures for specific diseases in Continental and British Armies in 1909 portend the emergence of future problems. Note the worrying situation in France even as early as 1909.46
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Austria, as the second-ranked performer in the above table and a future belligerent, warrants a closer look. The Imperial Austro-Hungarian Army Veterinary Services was divided into three categories: veterinary officers (Tierärzte) and surgeons, farrier-majors (Oberbeschlagmeisters), and shoeing smiths (Beschlagmeisters). In the field, each army headquarters had a veterinary officer attached to its supply directorate, one in its line of communications units and one attached to the Army Reserve field butchery. Each army corps had a veterinary officer on its headquarters staff, one with its supply column, one at its ammunition park, one in the field butchery, a veterinary officer and farrier-majors at the remount depot; and three surgeons, farrier-majors and shoeing smiths with the Corps Mobile Veterinary Section (mobile Pferdespital). A similar structure was reflected at divisional level. Both cavalry and artillery regiments had a full complement of veterinary staff.47 Here was an army that took its animals seriously.


In 1912 the law regarding the provision of horses in time of war in the Austro-Hungarian Empire was altered to mandate the registration of all horses fit for military service by special officers detailed by headquarters of army corps districts. On general mobilisation, the owners of all registered horses had to deliver their animal, together with a halter and feed for one day, at designated times to specified places. Here the horses were seen, passed, purchased and acquired by the horse purchasing commission.48 The war, however, put paid to this system.


Germany, Australia’s future protagonist and rated third in its horse care, also boasted a sound animal management system, particularly in its well-seasoned remount scheme. Pre-war Prussia had five Remount Purchasing Commissions, each consisting of two Mounted Corps lieutenants, a veterinary officer and an accountant. Every spring these men would tour the country and buy three-year-old horses privately in the markets and directly from owners, sending their purchases to the Remount Department. This system had been refined since the 1820s and, although a British cavalryman who had attended its recent manoeuvres and viewed the results considered it expensive, he believed that it was ‘money well spent.’49


In Britain, there were also signs that the organisation of the Imperial army’s veterinary service might be further adjusted. A Captain H. Wake, apparently a member of the General Staff at the War Office, presented a lecture on horses and war in London in 1911. As an insider he may have known of pending changes within the Army’s Veterinary Corps. He foreshadowed what came to pass: ‘It has been suggested that what is required is a small mobile field hospital to take sick horses back from the fighting troops of the Veterinary Sections [each capable of dealing with 250 horses].’ He identified ‘the want of a connecting link between the unit and the Advanced Base’ as a critical vulnerability in the system of dealing with sick horses in the field.50 In the same year, the War Office approved the creation of Mobile Veterinary Sections, one for each cavalry brigade and infantry division, to serve as connecting links for sick and lame animals evacuated from field units to veterinary hospitals along the line of communications units.51 This had been another lesson learned in South Africa.


Veterinary research continued apace in Europe and, from 1908 to 1910, Britain’s Veterinary Corps made extensive observations on the new anti-Strangles serum then being produced as a trial.52 Strangles is a fever that affects young horses in particular. Its overt sign is an abscess which develops between the branches of the lower jaw. Animals also present with a high temperature, loss of appetite and condition. It is a serious and contagious disease. At first the swelling is hard but, within a few days, it becomes prominent and softens before bursting. Management at that time included isolation and soft food and the careful disposal and destruction (usually by fire) of any discharge.


At home, Major Ernest Kendall was promoted to lieutenant colonel and appointed Acting Director of Veterinary Services over the heads of the two other senior AAVC officers, Matson and Strong.53 Thus, by the outbreak of war in 1914, the AAVC consisted of five full-time and approximately thirty to forty militia officers, five NCOs, and not much in the way of influence or equipment. By contrast, when war was declared, the British Army Veterinary Corps boasted 164 officers and 209 other ranks (ORs).54 Yet, despite the enormous size of the Empire, Britain could field only a small continental army known as the British Expeditionary Force (BEF).


The belligerents, too, faced their own problems. The Wilhelminian Army would require an estimated 600,000 horses on mobilisation, a number that exceeded its peacetime military requirement by 475,000.55 The First World War would also be the great war of attrition — animals and those responsible for them would be a deciding factor in the ultimate outcome.


Britain declared war on Germany at 9.00 a.m. Australian Eastern Standard Time on Wednesday 5 August 1914. Two days later, the British Government accepted an Australian offer (made on 3 August) to deploy a 20,000-strong expeditionary force to support the mother country. The AAVC would be a small but vital part of that effort.
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CHAPTER 2


Prelude to war – 1914


Preparing for Armageddon


On 30 July 1914, the British Government warned the Australian Government by secret cable that war was imminent. Despite this, there was no mobilisation order until 2 August. Even with ‘all the preparation for national defence of the previous few years, the Commonwealth was ill-prepared to meet the demands of war.’1 Once it was apparent that Britain would go to war, the Australian Government decided on 3 August to commit an expeditionary force of 20,000 troops. Canada had also offered 20,000 men, while New Zealand promised 8,000.


What would be designated the 1st AIF consisted of an infantry division and a light horse (mounted infantry) brigade drawn from units all around the country. The 1st Division embarked with an Assistant Director of Veterinary Service and eleven veterinary officers ‘… one allocated to each infantry brigade, two to each artillery brigade, one to the Divisional Ammunition Column and one to the Divisional Train.’2 Writing in the 1950s, former veterinary officer Lieutenant Colonel Whitfield noted that, while the British War Establishment at the time ‘was relatively generous in veterinary officers, [it] was somewhat meagre in other ranks of veterinary personnel as, at the outbreak of war, an infantry division (with approximately 5,000 horses) was allowed 11 veterinary officers but no veterinary unit.’3 This constituted the Corps’ key weakness during the first half of 1914.


It was not until the War Office asked Australia to provide two veterinary sections and two mobile veterinary sections (a type of unit which had not been tested by the British Army) in September 1914 that soldiers rather than veterinary officers became involved in veterinary matters in any significant way. All the veterinary sections’ technical equipment was of the latest British pattern, their drugs sourced from major drug houses in Australia, although there were severe shortages of harnesses and other equipment. Both the 1st and 2nd Veterinary Sections had an establishment of one officer and 113 ORs drawn from New South Wales and Victoria, and their respective commanders were Captains Max Henry and William Kendall.4 New Zealand also provided twenty-four officers in two mobile veterinary sections (MVSs) under Colonel C.J. Reakes. For their part, the Canadians would deploy one MVS and the 195-strong No. 1 Canadian Veterinary Hospital to France in 1915.5


Harnesses and equipment were not the only items in short supply as the 1st AIF assembled in depots across the country. In fact, the shortage of uniforms and accoutrements of all kinds bedevilled every unit in the Army during this important pre-deployment phase. In some Military Districts, AAVC collar and cap badges were not available at all.6 Many members of the Corps boarded their transports sporting a distinctive maroon colour patch, later shaped in accordance with the colour patch of the division to which they were attached.7 But it was the absence of essential equipment that dismayed many, among them Veterinarian William Hindmarsh (one of the first eight students to graduate from the Sydney University Veterinary School), who remembered:


As an indication of the poor administration of the AIF at the time, I mention the following. Although the camp had 600 horses on the lines, and each of the five batteries had its full complement of farriers, there was only one anvil and many of the horses had to be cold shod. A few days later we received a jeweller’s anvil about five inches long. A disgusted farrier sergeant mounted it on the tree stump which he had got ready for the blacksmith’s anvil which he was expecting. When a day or so later some senior officers inspected the camp they were shown the tiny anvil mounted on the block. The message registered and two days later we received a full-sized anvil.8
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Photo 2.1: Farriers shoeing horses at the Maribyrnong Remount Depot, Victoria. Army veterinary officers were less than impressed with the standard of shoeing and farriery generally (AWM H 18770).


Some units were more fortunate than others, particularly in the provision of mounts. Herb Lucas, a member of the 1st Brigade Field Artillery, later wrote that ‘at the end of six weeks the whole of the brigade had been supplied with horses; all of them being fine animals, the majority unbroken mounts, straight from the paddocks.’9


As the mobilisation gathered pace, the Corps was forced to confront several early challenges. First, it had to find sufficient officers to examine all horses prior to purchase and then care for the animals before they were shipped to remount depots. Second, the AAVC had to supply professionally trained staff for the many training camps that were springing up around the country. AAVC officers were also responsible for providing support to each transport ship with animals aboard in the convoy carrying the 1st AIF to Europe. The AAVC had to deploy officers for all its regiments, brigades and logistics units, in addition to ensuring that there were sufficient veterinary officers look after both the Army and the civilian population at home. It was an enormous task, but one which the AAVC accomplished despite the relatively small number of veterinarians then in Australia. ‘In all 120 veterinary officers served abroad, of whom 95 were Australian graduates.’10


At the commencement of hostilities, the veterinary care of horses prior to shipment severely taxed the service, as there were very few trained NCOs or men to assist veterinary officers. Sick horse lines were established at the various units, and the Regimental Veterinary Officer treated the cases that occurred among the horses in his charge — in addition to performing his usual regimental duties. ‘Where no veterinary officer was attached to the unit, the veterinary work was carried out by a Farrier Sergeant or the best trained available man under the direction of a visiting veterinary officer.’11


While deficiencies within the Army were common enough, they hit the AAVC hard. The Corps now found itself overwhelmed by tasks and besieged with requests for staff. The Brigade Major of the 4th Infantry Brigade noted that, although a veterinary officer was attached to the Brigade’s staff, ‘his services will not be sufficiently adequate to take charge of all sick horses and casualties on service, and that the utmost that can be expected is supervision and advice. It is necessary therefore that transport officers should be used to care for horses and that transport sergeants be men specially selected for their knowledge and experience of horses, first aid, shoeing etc.’12 To compensate for the dearth of veterinary expertise, in transport units the qualifications of a transport sergeant were deemed to be equal to that of a farrier sergeant in mounted units. This was a hit and miss solution at best. War correspondent-cum-historian Charles Bean wrote that ‘the training of the men was never the main difficulty in the Australian Imperial Force. The bush still sets the standard of personal efficiency even in the Australian cities.’13 But Bean’s observation was clearly more romance than reality.


Veterinary officers appointed to Horse Purchasing Boards were drawn from three sources: AAVC officers; mobilised veterinarians borrowed from Commonwealth Departments; and civilian veterinary practitioners engaged at professional rates. The tasks performed by these officers were very extensive, necessitated much travelling and were often carried out under difficult circumstances. One AAVC officer drew the short straw for such a task.


Newly appointed Captain Hindmarsh was ordered to accompany a New South Wales remount purchasing committee as its veterinary officer on one of its buying trips. ‘During our university course we had been warned about the tricks which were used to mislead would-be purchasers by unscrupulous horse dealers and being afraid of passing any unsound animals my examinations were rather protracted. At one centre a very nice looking horse was brought in. It was lame but the owner pointed out that it had lost a shoe coming over the rough road.’ Hindmarsh diagnosed Ringbone (a chronic bone problem) and refused to accept the animal. ‘A day or two later when the roll of horses was brought to me for signature I found that the number of entries was greater than the number I had examined and that the lame horse was included …’14 He lodged a formal complaint and was never again asked to examine horses.


A Royal Commission established later to examine such irregularities confirmed the overall situation at this time. It noted that ‘on the outbreak of war the methods adopted in connexion with the purchase of horses were crude and unsatisfactory.’15 But, although the Defence Minister moved to eliminate shoddy practices later that year ‘providing for the establishment of Buying Boards in each State,’ Hindmarsh’s experience suggests that abuses continued. Indeed, even the Australian official history of the war may have been overly optimistic in its assessment of developments at this time: ‘In response to advertisements of Government agents that horses were required for the Army, breeders would bring their horses on specified dates to the local sale yards, where, after inspection by veterinary and remount officers, suitable animals were bought … any chance of the crude exploitation that was a standing joke among country folk for years after the South African War was avoided.’16


Early in October 1914, instructions were received from the Principal Veterinary Officer, 2nd Military District, Major Andrew Gribben, to mobilise the 1st Australian MVS (AMVS) at Holsworthy Camp near the outer Sydney suburb of Liverpool. The unit’s second-in-command, Captain Cecil Walters, was detained in Sydney and did not join his unit until the last minute when it embarked on the HMT Ajana on Sunday 14 December. As with other Army units, the recruits and the military did not always prove a happy mix, leading to a shakeout of undesirables and misfits as regiments tried to fob their unwanted men onto other units and filch the most promising men. In 1914 this was a ‘buyer’s market’, unlike 1918 when a ‘good man’ would be hard to find indeed.
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Photo: 2.2 Members of the 8th Mobile Veterinary Section in camp at the Melbourne Showgrounds, probably late 1914. Note the bird (Courtesy Mr W. Davidson, Victoria).


While still in camp at Holsworthy, New South Wales, the 1st Veterinary Section established sick horse lines and a small dispensary for the adjoining Light Horse camps.17 This work was supervised by Captain Osborne O’Neill, an émigré British Boer War veteran who later deployed as commander of the 1st AMVS. On embarkation, the AAVC was split into two main groups, the 1st and 2nd Veterinary Sections. Henry and Walters sailed on the Ajana, accompanied by Sergeants Frank Hewitt (later an infantry major and winner of the Military Cross), Ivor Sexty and Vernon Leeves as the senior NCOs. The Veterinary Section at that time boasted 113 officers and men, aged from eighteen to forty-two. Like the rest of the AIF, their civilian occupations were many and varied and, while only eighty had any knowledge of animals (including fourteen students from agricultural colleges), this is probably a much higher proportion than was the case for other units from Light Horse to Infantry. The 2nd Veterinary Section, which left Melbourne on 22 December, was similar in profile and included in its ranks an ‘equine doctor’ and a veterinary student (William Walls). Among their number were several pairs of brothers who had also enlisted (See Appendices 2 and 3 for the residential backgrounds and civilian occupations of AAVC members in World War I).
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