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76. Dog Training Camp 

The Story 

Animals were vital to the war effort with 
horses, pigeons, dogs and slugs all having an 
influential role in carrying equipment, aiding 
the wounded and even detecting gas. Scotland 
played a key role in training some of these 
animals during the Great War with the first 
dog training camp set up near Carnoustie. 

 

At the outbreak of the war, the British Army 
did not use dogs but by 1918, nearly 2000 
were in use. The first dog training camp was 
set up by Lieutenant Colonel Edwin Richardson 
at Barry Buddon near Carnoustie. Richardson 
and his wife trained the first two dogs to go to 
war. They were two Airedale Terriers called 
Prince and Wolf and they were messenger dogs. They were so successful that Richardson and his wife 
were asked to set up the British War Dog School. Here, dogs were trained and then sent to the front. 
Dogs did not just carry messages; some were trained to locate wounded men, to lay telephone cables 
and to act as lookouts. 

 

Homing pigeons were an extremely effective way of sending messages. They carried messages 
containing co-ordinates and other important information. Under the Defence of the Realm Act, killing 
or wounding a homing pigeon was punishable by a fine or even imprisonment. 

 
Mustard gas was a chemical weapon with very painful effects and it was difficult to detect until it was 
too late. By 1918, it was discovered that slugs can detect mustard gas before a human can. The slug 
would show signs of distress which would give the soldiers time to put on their gas masks. 

 

Sources: greatwardundee.com/at-the-front/brave-animals 
 

The Artist 

Nicole McLaughlin is a Glasgow based Illustrator studying in Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art & 
Design. Her dream is to become a freelancer and draw cats for a living. Nicole loves creating light 
hearted pieces with animals in mind and showing the world how wonderful they are. 

 

Instagram: @Nicoloctopus 
Facebook: Nicoloctopus 
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Artist’s Response 
When I was given the story, I was grateful I’d be able to represent animals and their impact on the 
War in my work. The story focused on how various animals helped, it focused on dogs, pigeons and 
slugs. 

 

I was quite taken aback that slugs were used during the war and no one seemed to know that they 
helped either. This was my inspiration, I wanted to pay homage to these wonderful creatures. I didn’t 
want to over complicate my piece. I illustrated the story as it was - slugs letting people know that they 
had to put on their gas masks as slugs could detect mustard gas before humans could. I decided to 
print the slugs in a varnish so you really have to look and realise that they are there. I think this 
illustration will help people realise what they did to help people during World War 1. 

 
Working with the DCA, I was able to actually create my vision with amazing support and resources at 
hand. The team there understood the story I wanted to tell and offered me various outcomes on how 
to achieve my desired story. 

 

Background to The Story 

The Role of Animals in WWI 
Animals have always played an important role in armed conflict throughout history. Up to, and 
including the Second World War, horses, donkeys and mules were essential for transporting men, 
supplies, equipment, large guns and pulled vehicles. They could even provide shelter for their riders. 

 

Other animals also played a crucial role and in WWI, a wide range of animals were used for different 
tasks. In Egypt and the Middle East, camels were used to transport water, food, medical supplies and 
casualties and elephants were used to transport weapons and ammunition. Elephants’ strength and 
ability to manoeuvre large objects was also utilised in the construction of roads, railways and bridges. 
In Germany circus elephants were used to clear bomb-damaged areas, while in Britain circus 
elephants were used to replace horses that had be requisitioned for the war effort. Dogs were used 
for search and rescue not only on the battle field but also at home to locate people trapped under 
debris from buildings damaged by German air raids. 

 

As well as these officially commissioned animals, other animals played an essential part in raising 
moral and providing comfort and improved living conditions. Cats, dogs, rats, guinea pigs, canaries, 
bears, pigeons, mice, lions, goats, foxes, monkeys, pigs and even a lizard were kept as pets or 
mascots. Cats and dogs, especially terriers also served an essential role in controlling the numbers of 
disease spreading animals such as rats and so helped to protect food supplies and dead bodies. 
Canaries and mice were used to detect poison gas. One soldier from Lewis kept a lizard to keep flies 
and lice away from his clothes. The lizard was so precious to him that even though he was offered a 
large sum of money for it after the war, he wouldn’t sell it. 

 
The First Honorary PDSA Dickin Medal 
The importance of animals in the First World War 1 was recognised on the 1st September 2014, when 
the first Honorary PDSA Dickin Medal was awarded to War Horse Warrior to honour all the animals 
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that served in the First World War. Warrior was the horse of Captain Jack Seely and they served with 
the British Expeditionary Force in France from 1914 – 1918. They survived some of the fiercest 
fighting of the war and as a result, Warrior was dubbed ‘the horse the Germans could not kill’. The 
PDSA Dickin Medal is the highest award any animal can receive whilst serving in military conflict. It is 
recognised worldwide as the animals’ Victoria Cross. Instituted in 1943 by PDSA’s founder Maria 
Dickin CBE, it acknowledges outstanding acts of bravery or devotion to duty displayed by animals 
serving with the Armed Forces or Civil Defence units in any theatre of war throughout the world. 

 
 

Online resources 

Imperial War Museum Podcast: Voices of the First World War: Animals in War 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/voices-of-the-first-world-war-animals-in-war 
Includes a transcript of the podcast. 

 

Imperial War Museum: 15 animals that went to war 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/15-animals-that-went-to-war 

 

Imperial War Museum: 12 Ways Animals Have Helped the War Effort 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/12-ways-animals-have-helped-the-war-effort 

 
Imperial War Museum: 9 Famous Animals from the First and Second World Wars 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/9-famous-animals-from-the-first-and-second-world-wars 

 

Animals’ Contribution to the War Effort 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01p32hn 
BBC Collection of audio stories and short videos from across Britain about the roles played by animals 
in World War I and the people who trained them and cared for them. 

 

PDSA Dickin Medal For Gallantry 
https://www.pdsa.org.uk/what-we-do/animal-awards-programme/pdsa-dickin-medal 

 

WARRIOR A Real War Horse 
https://www.warriorwarhorse.com/ 
A website about the story of Warrior and Jack Seely. 

 

British Pathe Animals of WW1 
https://www.britishpathe.com/workspaces/df699ffd537d4e0c74710ad015dfd64d/ww1-animals 

http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/voices-of-the-first-world-war-animals-in-war
http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/15-animals-that-went-to-war
http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/12-ways-animals-have-helped-the-war-effort
http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/9-famous-animals-from-the-first-and-second-world-wars
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01p32hn
http://www.pdsa.org.uk/what-we-do/animal-awards-programme/pdsa-dickin-medal
http://www.warriorwarhorse.com/
http://www.britishpathe.com/workspaces/df699ffd537d4e0c74710ad015dfd64d/ww1-animals
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Britain’s first dog training camp 

The military use of dogs has been going on for centuries across Europe but for some reason it was not 
common practice in the British Military. Dogs were used as mascots or pets but not for any other 
purpose. That was to change in the First World War due to the persistence of one man, Major Edwin 
Hautonville Richardson. 

 

As a boy, Richardson had a keen interest in dogs and in the history of their military use. That interest 
would become his future career. As a young man, he went to Germany and France in order to learn 
their languages. While there he began to develop contacts with military dog training schools in 
Germany, Holland, Belgium and France. When he later retired from a military career at the end of the 
19th century, Richardson and his wife Blanche moved to Panbride House outside Carnoustie, in Angus, 
Scotland. There he began to put into practice all the advice, information and ideas he had gathered 
about the training of dogs. 

“Early in the new century I began to train dogs for military purposes myself in quite a 
tentative way. My wife and I used to amuse ourselves playing various games with collie 
dogs, teaching them to find us when hidden, to run with messages, to lie down and guard 
objects, etc. This systematic study taught us a great deal about the dog mind and the 
wonderful results which could be obtained by steady routine training along the lines of 
least resistance according to the intelligence of each particular breed.” 

Forty Years with Dogs, Lieut.-Colonel Edwin Hautonville Richardson (1918) 

 

The training went well and Richardson was very pleased with the progress of both the messenger 
dogs and ambulance dogs. 

 

The early experiments were expanded to include friends and local people who would pretend to be 
wounded and hide along the beaches between Easthaven, a small village to the east, and Carnoustie 
to the west. 

“The sea coast, which was below our house, made a splendid training ground, 
covered as it was along the edge with thick bents and wiry grass. The dry sand held 
very little body scent, so that the searching work was very difficult for the dog and this 
was all good. The “wounded” were represented by various unemployed of the 
neighbourhood: our own children were cajoled or commandeered into the service, and 
the local school children were delighted to earn some pocket-money. Our friends too, 
were most good natured in giving me help, it being necessary that the dogs should be 
trained as much as possible on strangers.” 

Forty Years with Dogs, Lieut.-Colonel Edwin Hautonville Richardson (1918) 

He was able to test his dogs under war-like conditions at Barry Buddon, an army training camp to the 
west of Carnoustie. Richardson’s officer friends there were willing to let him bring his dogs to do trials 
with their troops. These were unofficial activities but the officers and men were so impressed by the 
dogs’ abilities, they sent reports to the War Office to ask for further investigation into the official use 
of ‘war dogs’. Much to Richardson’s frustration, these appeals fell on deaf ears. 
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This didn’t mean that there was no work for Richardson’s dogs. In 1905 the Russian-Japanese War 
broke out and Richardson was delighted to be asked by the Russian Embassy to supply ambulance 
dogs. He supplied a number for the Russian Troops. The first news he heard of them was in an English 
newspaper: 

“For searching the wounded, with which the millet fields are strewn, nothing has 
succeeded like our ambulance dogs. The English ones are especially intelligent.” 

Richard was delighted: 

“The report gave me great pleasure, and I felt that my labours had not been wasted. 
Even if the dogs had only saved one life, I should have felt repaid, but they did much 
more than that.” 

Forty Years with Dogs, Lieut.-Colonel Edwin Hautonville Richardson (1918) 

 

Throughout the early part of the 20th century Richardson continued to travel abroad to learn about 
training methods. He became interested in the role of sentry dogs and found that his beloved 
Airedales were perfect for the task being good at both tracking and guarding. He also trained cross 
bred retrievers and sheep dogs for this role. He was able to supply sentry dogs to the Admiralty to 
guard Naval properties during the night. He used this experience in 1910, to persuade some Police 
Authorities to trial the use of dogs to accompany patrolling police officers at night. This would be a 
precursor to Police Canine Units of today. 

 
This expertise in the training of police and guard dogs was sought on the continent as well as in 
England. It was this work and the long periods spent away from home that led to Richardson and his 
family moving south to Harrow. 

 

At the outbreak of WW1, armies across Europe had large numbers of military dogs at the ready. 
Meanwhile the only official military dog attached to the British Army was an Airedale Terrier that 
Richardson had trained as a sentry. On the outbreak of war, it went on to France with the 2nd 

Battalion Norfolk Regiment: 

“An Airedale I supplied to an officer of the Berkshire Regiment was taken on patrol 
one night. It suddenly stopped and began to growl. The party heard and saw nothing 
suspicious but the officer ordered the men to lie flat. Immediately afterwards, an 
enemy patrol passed close to them, without noticing. Our patrols then rose 
noiselessly and captured them all.” 

British War Dogs, Their Training and Psychology Edwin Hautonville Richardson (1923) 

 
Richardson offered more of his sentry dogs to the War Office but again his offer was turned down. So, 
he turned to his other area of expertise, ambulance dogs, brave dogs who could search for the 
wounded on no-man’s land. Once again, these animals were not of interest to the British War Office. 
However, their services were recruited by the British Red Cross Society and in early August 1914, 
Richardson travelled to Belgium with some of his trained bloodhounds. The dogs had special khaki 
coloured coats with a red cross to wear on the battlefield. 
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“ …. we in this country were convinced of the inviolability of the sacred symbol of the 
Red Cross, whether on man or beast, hospital or ship. Had these conditions obtained 
in this war, ambulance dogs with their keepers would have been of great assistance. 
As it was, however, when the French army hurriedly sent some of their ambulance 
dogs with their keepers to the front in the earliest feverish days, the first thing that 
happened was that, although both men and dogs wore the Red Cross, the enemy 
brutally shot them done whenever they tried to do their humanitarian work.” 

British War Dogs, Their Training and Psychology Edwin Hautonville Richardson (1923) 
 

In light of this experience, the French War Office forbade the use of ambulance dogs and Richardson 
and his dogs returned home. He began to provide sentry dogs to the army but on an unofficial basis. 
He also supplied dogs to a number of Allied armies, who were used to using dogs in their operations. 
A breakthrough with the British Army came in 1916, when an officer asked if a dog could be trained to 
carry messages on the front-line. Richardson trained two Airedales and on New Year's Eve 1916, Wolf 
and Prince, left for France. When the dogs proved to be very effective in carrying messages quickly, 
the British generals were finally persuaded of the benefits of using dogs in the war effort. 

 

So, in 1917, Richardson and his wife were able to set up the first official British War Dog School at 
Shoeburyness in Essex. As well as their favoured Airedale Terriers, hundreds of dogs were recruited 
from dog homes, police dog pounds and pets donated by the public. The dogs were used for many 
different roles: sentry duty, running telephone cables, transporting carrier pigeons, and carrying 
written messages. They were agile, fast and could navigate all kinds of obstacles more easily and 
much more quickly than soldiers. There are many stories of the bravery of these dogs and how they 
saved the lives of many soldiers. However, they were just as vulnerable to being injured or killed as 
soldiers and Richardson was kept busy until the end of the war replacing animals that were killed. 

 
By the end of the war Richardson has risen to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel and had seen his dream 
of a British War Dog School become a reality. Ultimately his vision and faith in the important role of 
dogs in war was realised. Many lives were saved thanks to his hard work and persistence and the 
bravery and skill of his dogs and their handlers. Sadly, Richardson’s younger son Angus was killed 
during the war as were of his several nephews. Perhaps if the British War Office had listened to 
Richardson sooner some of those lives could have been saved too. 

 

In 2019, a memorial to Richardson’s Airedale Terriers 
was erected in Easthaven. It commemorates the 
dogs he trained on the beaches around his home in 
Panbride and those who served on the frontline. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Front view of Memorial for Richardson’s Airedale Terriers in 
Easthaven Photograph: Sandie Jamieson 2020 
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Online resources 
 

Forty Years with Dogs, Lieutenant Colonel Edwin Hautonville Richardson (1918) 
https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.221023/page/n7/mode/2up 
Can be downloaded for free from archive.org 

 
British War Dogs Their Training and Psychology, Lt. Colonel Edwin Hautonville Richardson (1923) 
https://archive.org/details/britishwardogsth00richrich 
Can be downloaded for free from archive.org but also reproduced in hardback in 2014 

 
BBC Sounds Podcast: Angus, Scotland: Setting up the British War Dog School 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p024c3s6 

 

Shoeburyness, Essex: Training Dogs for War 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0245mgc 

 

Dogs of War: the first aiders on four legs 
https://blogs.redcross.org.uk/first-aid/2014/11/dogs-war-first-aiders-four-legs/ 

 
Imperial War Museum: WAR MESSENGER DOGS [Main Title] 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/1060022726 
A B& W silent film showing the training of messenger dogs for the British Army, probably at XXII 
Corps headquarters kennels in Nieppe Wood, Western Front, 19 May 1918. 

 

Angus memorial to commemorate the dogs of war 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-tayside-central-46700370 

 

Airedale terriers’ wartime sacrifice marked with stunning new sculpture in East Haven 
https://www.thecourier.co.uk/fp/news/local/angus-mearns/893745/airedale-terriers-wartime- 
sacrifice-marked-with-stunning-new-sculpture-in-east-haven/ 

 
 

 

Activities 

1. Discuss the story of Lieutenant Colonel Richardson and his dog training camp. What surprised 
you and what puzzled you? What part of the story interested you most? How did you feel 
about the story and why? What do you think of Lt Colonel Ricardson? Do you have an interest 
or hobby now that you would like to turn into your job? 

 

2. Write a story about one of Lt Colonel Richardson’s dogs. Either find a story about one of his 
real dogs or make up a story for an imaginary dog, based on what you know already about the 
training they had to undergo and what it was like on the Front line. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p024c3s6
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0245mgc
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/1060022726
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-tayside-central-46700370
http://www.thecourier.co.uk/fp/news/local/angus-mearns/893745/airedale-terriers-wartime-


Page 8 

WW100 76. Dog Training Camp 
 

 

3. Sgt. Stubby: an Unlikely Hero is an animated, feature length film based on the true story of 
America’s most decorated military dog https://www.imdb.com/title/tt5314190/plotsummary 

 

Watch the trailer https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QlpHpUIsG9w and a short 
documentary about Stubby The Incredible Story Of Sergeant Stubby, The America's Most 
Heroic Dog https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cvz_7NkHCV8. What surprised you and what 
puzzled you about the story of Stubby? What part of the story interested you most? How did 
you feel about the story and why? Do you think a film should be made about Lt Colonel 
Richardson and his dogs? 

 
4. Research the different jobs that dogs are trained for today and the different organisations that 

train them. If possible arrange a visit or a talk by one of the organisations to find out more 
about their work. 

 

5. Do a project about dogs and how to look after them properly. Look at the work of some 
animal welfare organisations: 
The Scottish Society for the Protection of Animals https://www.scottishspca.org/ 
The People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals https://www.pdsa.org.uk/ 
The Dog Trust https://www.dogstrust.org.uk/rehoming/ 

 

6. Do a survey of the class to find out how many have pets and what kind of pets do they have. 
What proportion of the class have dogs as pets? Is there anything that you notice from your 
results? For example, are people who have dogs more like or less likely to have other pets? 
Why do you think this is? 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt5314190/plotsummary
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QlpHpUIsG9w
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cvz_7NkHCV8
http://www.scottishspca.org/
http://www.pdsa.org.uk/
http://www.dogstrust.org.uk/rehoming/
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Carrier pigeons in WWI 

Pigeons are remarkable birds. They are incredibly agile and fast fliers and they have the ability to find 
their way home over hundreds of miles. Man has exploited these abilities for thousands of years for 
the purpose of long-distance communication. At the beginning of the First World War, telegraphy was 
well-established but telephone and wireless radio were just in their infancy. Through necessity this 
technology would develop quickly but throughout the war carrier pigeons would prove to be crucial 
for long distance communication and would help to save many lives. 

 

Radio and telephone communications in WWI 
In 1914, radio and telephone was still in relatively new. The British War Office saw little need to use 
such equipment and were content to use the tried and tested basic methods of the past i.e. 
semaphore, lamps and telegraphy. However, this was to be a new type of war and the enemy was not 
reluctant to use these modern inventions. Britain would be forced to move with the times. 

 
When the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) was first sent into action in Belgium and France in 1914, it 
had only four wireless transmit/receive sets. These were so large and cumbersome that they needed 
horse drawn wagons to transport them. They were also not very robust. This meant they were not 
really suitable for infantry regiments who needed to be able to keep on the move. So wireless radio 
sets were given to troops with horses. Even then, the need for this ‘new’ technology was viewed with 
scepticism by the BEF and was only used in a very limited way. Nevertheless, the Allied British and 
French armies were able to halt the advance of the German army at the Battle of Marne in 1914 
because of vital information they had been able to intercept in clear German wireless messages. Both 
sides realised the vulnerability of wireless communications and it’s use fell away. 

 

Meanwhile closed-circuit wireline networks for morse telegraphy and voice telephony were being 
developed. These networks connected distant Command HQs with the front line. Through trial and 
error, and life-saving necessity, army engineers and technicians quickly found ways of overcoming the 
numerous problems involved with using this equipment. Copper cables were covered with insulation 
to reduce static interference; the best depth at which to lay the thousands of miles of cables was 
established. All this hard-won research laid the foundations for the telecommunications we use 
today. 

 

The wired telephone proved to be a useful means of communication. Unlike morse telephony, it was 
a simple, direct, two-way, plain speaking, communication system that didn’t rely upon skilled Morse 
Code operators. This meant that officers on the front line could talk quickly and directly to officers at 
HQ without the delay of someone having to translate a series of dots and dashes. However, it’s 
simplicity and lack of encryption meant it was possible for the enemy to eavesdrop on telephone 
conversations. It proved impossible for the BEF plans to be kept secret. Both sides took advantage of 
this weakness and put great effort into finding ways of intercepting phone and telegraphy messages. 

 
There were other limitations to the wired circuit. When troops moved away from established 
communication lines, new cables needed to be laid. This was a dangerous work and took time. It 
meant that units could be out of reach of HQ for some time. Moreover, wires could be cut 
deliberately by the enemy or destroyed by artillery fire. Technicians and engineers worked hard to 
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develop and refine new technologies to make wired and wireless communications more secure and 
effective. In the meantime, the time-honoured method of using carrier pigeons was a very effective 
alternative. 

 

How were carrier pigeons used? 
Over 100,000 carrier pigeons were used by the British Forces in WWI. Pilots would take a pigeon with 
them in the cockpit, in case they got shot down and needed to be rescued. Ships would send out 
pigeons if they were in damaged and unable to send out distress calls by radio. Each army unit kept 
one or more pigeons with them in a temporary loft for when wired communication was not possible. 

 
It was a simple one-way method of communication. When someone needed to communicate quickly 
with HQ, a short message was written on paper and put in a small metal tube that was attached to 
the pigeon’s leg. Once released, the pigeon would fly quickly back to its home loft at Command HQ. A 
bell would ring to let the pigeon handler know that a bird had returned and the message was quickly 
retrieved and delivered to the appropriate officer. 

 

The carrier pigeon system worked because the pigeon was a homing pigeon, that was able find its 
way to its home loft from wherever it was released. It was a one-way system because the pigeons 
could only find their way home. They had to be manually delivered to wherever they were needed. 
Messenger dogs would carry pigeons to the front line in baskets on their backs. Birds could even be 
parachuted into occupied areas in Europe. These were for resistance fighters and undercover agents 
who could then use them to send reports back to Britain. 

 

The carrier pigeon system was incredibly fast and efficient. Pigeons were so good at their job that 
they became a target for enemy fire. The German army not only tried to shoot them but used trained 
hawks to try to bring them down. They deployed a large number of hawk handlers to the North Sea to 
stop carrier pigeons heading to Britain. In Britain, it was against the law to kill, injure or interfere with 
a pigeon in anyway. Large numbers of native hawk species in the south of England were killed to in 
order to protect carrier pigeons coming from the continent. 

 

Despite all these hazards of the battle front and some very harsh weather conditions on land and sea, 
from 1914 to 1918, 95% of carrier pigeons were able to deliver their messages to the right 
destination. 

 

Online resources 

Carrier pigeons (World War I) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2IeiBvx9zOs 

 
The Incredible Carrier Pigeons of the First World War 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/the-incredible-carrier-pigeons-of-the-first-world-war 

 

Pigeons and World War One 
https://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/world-war-one/the-western-front-in-world-war-one/animals- 
in-world-war-one/pigeons-and-world-war-one/ 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2IeiBvx9zOs
http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/the-incredible-carrier-pigeons-of-the-first-world-war
http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/world-war-one/the-western-front-in-world-war-one/animals-
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Channel 4 News: Pigeons: the secret heroes of World War I honoured in art installation 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NFeYbg5mxj4 

 

National Geographic Kids: Pigeon Genius: Awesome Animals 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ID3J7hprG8g 
A 25-minute documentary about pigeons and pigeon racing. It includes details of the physiology of 
pigeons and their amazing ability to fly and navigate over long distances. 

 
WW1: First World War communications and the ‘Tele-net of Things’ 
https://eandt.theiet.org/content/articles/2014/06/ww1-first-world-war-communications-and-the- 
tele-net-of-things/ 

 

Signalmen Training Semaphore (1914-1918) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gpLAuxzmG44 

 

How Does Morse Code Work? 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iy8BaMs_JuI 

 
 

Activities 

1. Research stories of brave pigeons Find specific examples of how carrier pigeons were able to 
save the lives of military personnel. Once you at least one good example, you could: 

 

1. Write a report or do a presentation about the incident. 
2. Write a news report of the incident for a newspaper at the time. 
3. Write a diary entry or a letter about the incident by either a person who was saved by the 
pigeon’s actions or the person who read the message that the pigeon carried. 
4. Write a poem or a dramatised story based on the incident. Whose point of view will you 
include – the pigeon, the person who sent it with the message or the pigeon handler who 
found the bird back in its loft? 
5. Produce a podcast about the incident and add your own sound effects. 
6. Make an animation of the story. 
7. Produce a short documentary video about the role of carrier pigeons during the war and 
include the stories your class have collected. 
8. Produce a poster to celebrate the role of carrier pigeons in WWI in the style of posters of 
that time. 

 

2. Find out how and why animals navigate 
Pigeons navigate by using their different senses and remembering all of the signs and smells as 
they travel to and from their nests. They use sight to look at the sun and landmarks such as 
roads and buildings. They can navigate long distances just using their sense of smell to pick up 
the scent of land marks such as the sea, forest, towns or cities. Even more remarkable is the 
pigeon’s inbuilt GPS system. On each side of the pigeons upper beak are hundreds of magnetic 
sensitive crystals These help to the pigeon to have a 3D image of the earth’s magnetic field 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NFeYbg5mxj4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ID3J7hprG8g
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gpLAuxzmG44
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iy8BaMs_JuI
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and help pin point the pigeon’s location on the planet. 
 

Find out more about the different ways animals use their senses to navigate, and why this 
ability is so important. 

 

3. Study the pigeons around you 
Keep an eye out for pigeons in gardens, parks, town centres and even in the playground. They 
are clever birds and very agile. They can take off straight up from the ground because of the 
way their wings have evolved. They are very strong and very fast. They are also very devoted 
parents and partners. Watch and record their behaviour. If you can video them then make a 
short video them. 

 
Note: it’s sad to say but today these loyal and amazing birds are considered to be pests. They 
can sometimes carry disease so it is best not to get too close to them or their faeces. Don’t 
feed them, especially from your hand. 

 

4. Meet a pigeon racer 
Find out if there are any local pigeon racing clubs in your area and arrange to meet one of the 
members to find out about their birds and why they enjoy their hobby. 

 
5. Learn a phonetic alphabet 

Sometimes it can be difficult to hear words that are being spelled out in radio or telephone 
conversations. This can be because of a poor signal, interference, background noise or simply 
the accent of the speaker. There are a number of phonetic alphabets that are used by radio 
operators to help spell out words clearly. The one which is most commonly used in Britain is 
the NATO alphabet. 

 

 
A Alfa J Juliet S Sierra 
B Bravo K Kilo T Tango 
C Charlie L Lima U Uniform 
D Delta M Mike V Victor 
E Echo N November W Whiskey 
F Foxtrot O Oscar X Xray 
G Golf P Papa Y Yankee 
H Hotel Q Quebec Z Zulu 
I India R Romeo   

 
 

6. Learn Morse code 
Morse code is still used today by pilots, amateur radio enthusiasts, the public (to signal SOS 
distress calls), and by people with a variety of disabilities who use assistive technology to 
communicate. It can be a fun and useful skill to learn. 

 

You can buy specialist morse code transmitting and receiving equipment or get an app on your 
phone or iPad but just tapping your finger works well to begin with when you’re learning the 
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Morse code rhythms. Whilst we think of Morse code as being a series of dots and dashes, it is 
actually learned audibly as a rhythm of combinations di, dit, dah and spaces. 

 

HOW IT WORKS: Morse Code 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xsDk5_bktFo 
A well-presented military archive film that demonstrates how morse code works. It includes 
clear and entertaining explanations of the importance of rhythm and spacing to avoid errors in 
messages. 

 
Morse Code Alphabet with Morse Code Straight Key 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kDeVR6sWFZ4 
Simple demonstration of the alphabet using 

 

The International Morse Code 
https://morsecode.world/international/morse.html 
A reference sheet for the alphabet, punctuation, pro-signs, Q codes and other phrases. 

 

7. Learn flag semaphore 
Semaphore is a method of visual communication between two distant points. Before the 
telegraph system was invented, semaphore was used to communicate quickly over distances. 
This involved a series of towers set 5 – 10 miles apart and sets of arms in different positions 
that were pivoted on posts. Messages could be seen by a telescope on a neighbouring but 
distant tower and the message received. 

 

Modern semaphore systems developed to include pivoting arms and series of lights to 
simulate moving arms. When railways were first built, a semaphore system of different 
coloured wooden or metal arms in different positions was introduced to communicate with 
train drivers. This system is still used today. 

 

Flag semaphore was developed primarily for use on sea. It involves a person holding a short 
pole with a small, square flag in each hand with arms outstretched, and moving the flags to 
different positions to indicate the numbers or letters of the alphabet. The flags are coloured 
differently depending on if signals are being sent by sea or by land. The Oscar flag for sea use 
is red and yellow. The Papa flag for use on land is white and blue. Note however that flags are 
not essential, they just make it easier to see the signal. The signaller would normally be on an 
elevated platform and would need to face in the direction of the receiver. 

 
It’s easy to make your own semaphore flags and it can be fun to practice sending messages to 
your friends or classmates across the playground or playing field. 

 

Printable semaphore flags 
http://printerprojects.com/flag/semaphore.html 

 

YouTube: Flag semaphore 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LlRJQd5vmX0 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xsDk5_bktFo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kDeVR6sWFZ4
http://printerprojects.com/flag/semaphore.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LlRJQd5vmX0
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Numbers are signalled by first signalling ‘numbers follow’. Letters are signalled by first signalling ‘J’. 
The sender uses the ‘Attention’ signal to show that they are ready to send a message. If the receiver is 
ready to receive the signal, they raise both flags vertically above their head and then down to the rest 
position (shown as ‘space or end of word’ above. They do this once only. If the receiver wants to send 
a message instead, they would reply ‘Attention’. The receiver and the sender then change places. 

 

Flag semaphore 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flag_semaphore 
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Slugs – the sensitive heroes of WWI 

Slugs play a very important role in our natural environment. They eat decaying plant, animal and 
fungal material and in doing so help the cycle of life by returning valuable nutrients to the soil and 
preventing the build-up of dead material. They are also an important source of food to birds and 
mammals such as the hedgehog. But how did the humble land slug come to be one of the heroes of 
WWI? It is a story of breaking the rules, chemistry, horrific injury, death and the sinking of ships but 
first let’s look at land slugs. 

 

What is a land slug? 
A land slug is a mollusc that lives on land rather than in water. It’s a soft bodied animal that doesn’t 
have a spine. It is in a class of animals known as gastropods (‘gastro’ meaning ‘stomach’ and ‘pod’ 
meaning ‘foot’). Other animals in this class are land snails, sea snails, sea slugs, freshwater snails, and 
fresh water limpets. Slugs differ from snails in that they do not have an external shell that they can 
withdraw their soft parts into. Some slugs do have a very small shell or an internal shell but they can’t 
withdraw into them. 

 

The majority of land slugs have a well-defined head with two pairs of sensory tentacles. The upper 
pair have eye spots at the ends which are simple light sensing organs that can only distinguish 
between light and dark. Since slugs are mainly nocturnal, sight is not their main sense. The lower pair 
of tentacles provide the sense of smell. Both pairs of tentacles are retractable. The mouth or radula is 
below the tentacles. It has an arrangement of ‘special teeth’ to scrape food into its mouth. 

 
On the top of the body, behind the head is the saddle shaped mantle. Underneath the mantle and to 
the side is a hole called the pneumostome, through which the slug breaths. Also, at the side is the 
genital opening and anus. The rest of the body behind the mantle is called the tail. Some species have 
a distinctive ridge running along the middle of the tail, known as a ‘keel’. 

 

On the underside of the body is the foot. Rhythmic muscular contractions along the foot move the 
slug along. Some species of slug have a ‘foot fringe’ or ‘skirt’ around the edge of the foot. 

 

Slugs are only active when the temperature is above 5 degrees C. In cold, dry weather they stay deep 
in the ground. The soft body of the slug means that it can easily dry out. It therefore produces mucus 
from different parts of its body. It produces a thick mucus to protect the body from drying out. This 
mucus can also provide some protection from predators as it makes their body difficult for birds to 
pick up with their beaks for example and the mucus can taste quite bad. 

 

As it travels, the foot secretes mucus to help prevent damage to its tissues. This mucus contains fibres 
that stop the slug from slipping down vertical surfaces. It leaves a distinctive shiny trail behind the 
slug which can be used to attract potential mates. Slugs are hermaphrodites which means that they 
have both male and female reproductive organs. They can self-fertilise i.e. produce offspring without 
needing a mate. However, when they do mate with another slug, both are impregnated. That’s why 
gardeners find it impossible to control the numbers of slugs in a garden. 
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Discovering slugs’ secret talent 
There are many species of slug in Britain but we don’t see most of them because they live 
underground and don’t bother us. However, there are a few species that do give slugs a very bad 
name. Gardeners in particular dislike them because they eat flowers, leaves and vegetables and can 
munch through a flower bed or a vegetable patch overnight. There is also the chance that slugs can 
transmit parasites to humans if vegetables aren’t washed thoroughly before eating. This, and their 
rather slimy appearance, means that although slugs are actually amazing and really important, most 
humans don’t seem to like them very much. Thankfully, Dr Paul Bartsch wasn’t one of them. 

 
Dr Bartsch was an expert in Molluscs in at the prestigious Smithsonian Institution in the USA. He 
travelled the world studying and collecting them. He was so well respected that he even had a species 
of squid named after him – Bartsch’s squid (Uroteuthis bartschi) – as well as two lizards, Anolis 
bartschi and Cyclura carinate bartschi. It was Dr Bartschi who came up with the idea of using slugs to 
detect poisonous gases on the battlefield. 

 

America joined WWI in April 1917, after the Germans had sunk several American merchant ships and 
had secretly offered Mexico the chance to regain its former territories from the Americans. US 
soldiers began combat operations on the Western Front in the summer of 1918. Now the Allied 
armies had been fighting since 1914. They were very experienced and well equipped to protect 
against the worst effects of poisonous gases. They used canaries and mice for early detection but also 
had years of experience of this chemical warfare behind them. However, it was a new hazard to the 
inexperienced American soldiers and many were falling prey to mustard gas. Early detection of a gas 
attack was essential. 

 

The US Army needed to find ways to detect gas as early as possible. They tested many different 
animals but they all developed pneumonia after being exposed to mustard gas. They turned to the 
Smithsonian Institute for help. Dr Bartsch was able to assist. Several years earlier he had observed 
that some slugs in his boiler room seemed to be sensitive to the fumes from the boiler. He did more 
tests and found that the slugs became visibly distressed at very low levels of gas. He didn’t think there 
was much use for his observations until the Army contacted him. 

 

Humans don’t have a great sense of smell. Particles need to be present in a concentration of one part 
per 4 million parts of air and often that meant when they were detected it was already too late. The 
humble garden slug (Limax maximus) however, could detect concentrations of one part per 10 – 12 
million particles of air and would look visibly uncomfortable. In theory this could give soldiers enough 
time to put their gas masks on before they were exposed to harmful levels of gas. After Dr Bartsch 
tested his idea, the Army put it into practice. It is believed many lives were saved by using slug in this 
way. 

 
Chemical warfare and the horror of poison gas 
Mustard gas was just one of the poisonous gases that were used in the First World War as part of 
chemical warfare. The use of toxic chemicals against enemy forces had happened throughout history 
but WWI was the first time that it was used on such a large scale. In time, both sides of the conflict 
would come to use poisoned gas in direct contravention of two international legally binding 
agreements that strictly prohibited the use of asphyxiating gases, poisons and poisoned weapons. 
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Chemical warfare aims to injure, kill and demoralise enemy soldiers. In WWI soldiers were particularly 
vulnerable to the heavy, slow-moving gases would be blown over no-man’s land and sink into the 
extensive lines of trenches. It wasn’t only soldiers who were affected by this type of warfare. Local 
civilians living in the areas close to battlefields also fell victim to the indiscriminate nature of poisoned 
gas. There were a number of different gases used. 

 

1914 Tear gas was the first gas to be used in WWI and wasn’t really much of a hazard. As the name 
indicates, tear gas was irritant that caused the eyes to water. Even at its worst, it was no more than a 
temporary inconvenience to the enemy. Moreover, it was difficult to deploy in any significant 
concentrations. In very cold conditions, it changed from being a gas to a solid so often its use was 
scarcely noticed by the enemy. It didn’t injure, cause asphyxiation or kill so it didn’t contravene 
international law. 

 
1915 Chlorine gas The German military was the first side to use a lethal gas on the battlefield. On the 
22 April 1915, in the first Battle of Ypres, the Germans used liquid chlorine. Large grey green clouds of 
gas drifted across no-man’s land to the Allies’ trenches, assisted by a gentle easterly breeze. Terrified 
by the ominous, foul smelling cloud, the troops abandoned the trenches and left a large gap in the 
Allied line. Thankfully German soldiers were wary of the gas themselves and failed to take advantage 
of the situation. The gap was soon closed again. The German government defended this flagrant 
violation of international law by saying that the 1907 Hague Convention on Land Warfare only banned 
chemical shells not gas projectors. They continued to use chlorine. 

 

However, chlorine wasn’t as effective as the Germans had hoped. It was easy to detect because of its 
distinctive, strong smell and the very visible grey green cloud. It dissolved in water so the simple 
measure of covering the mouth and nose with a cloth dampened with water or urine reduced its 
impact. Simply standing up rather than sitting in the trench avoided its worst effects. 

 

Unfortunately Britain decided to retaliate with its own chlorine weapons at the Battle of Loos in 
September 1915. It was a disaster. A combination of bad luck, inadequate planning, poor design of 
gas masks and a fickle wind meant that many more British troops were gassed than Germans. 

 

1915 Phosgene & chlorine The problems with chlorine were overcome by combining it in equal part 
with phosgene. This produced a colourless and less smelly gas that was therefore not so easy to 
detect. It was much deadlier than chlorine although it took 24 hours for its effects to be felt. Victims 
could fight to begin with but succumbed the next day. 85% of the 90,000 deaths caused by chemical 
weapons in WWI were caused by the phosgene-chlorine combination. 

 
1917 Mustard Gas 
Mustard gas is one of a class of chemical compounds called sulphur mustards. It is not actually gas but 
is in fact a liquid. It was dispersed in an aerosol form i.e. clouds of tiny but heavy, oily droplets. It had 
a yellow-brown appearance and a distinctive smell. It was first used by the Germans in Ypres and then 
later again against the French Second Army. It wasn’t until November 1917, at the Battle of Cambrai, 
that the Allied armies were able to use it themselves from a stockpile captured from the Germans. It 
took the British almost a year to develop their own mustard agent weapon. 
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Mustard gas was a particularly nasty weapon and deserves its long-standing notoriety. It was not a 
lethal as phosgene but was very effective in disabling and demoralising enemy troops. Since the 
symptoms of exposure to mustard gas were not immediately felt by those exposed to it, victims could 
unknowingly receive high dosages. Within 24 hours of exposure, victims would begin to experience 
intense itching and skin irritation that would form into large, pus filled blisters. Since mustard gas 
could penetrate clothing fabrics, all areas of the body could be affected especially those areas that 
were moist such as the eyes, mouth, mucous linings of the nose, throat, lungs and sweaty skin areas 
such as the groin. Temporary and permanent blindness, internal and external bleeding, scarring of the 
lungs and extensively blistered skin, were common. Fatally injured victims took several very painful 
weeks to die. 

 
Unlike the other airborne chemical agents, mustard gas did not disperse easily in the air. It persisted 
wherever its tiny droplets fell. The ground, clothing and equipment could all become contaminated. 
Thus, mustard agent could be carried into enclosed spaces such as shelters or hospitals and when the 
contaminated items warmed up, it would become airborne again and affect new victims. 

 

The effects of mustard gas, in particular, continued to affect its victims long after the war was over. It 
is no wonder that the US Army were keen to protect their troops from such a terrible weapon. 

 

Online resources 

Autumnwatch 2019 Slugs https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1qDTZWdJaEA 
Aviemore based teenage naturalist Xander Johnstone shares some more facts about slugs after his 
appearance on the 2019 Autumnwatch series on BBC2 

 
Slugs! Part1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RFCKKPdcsJ8 
Slugs! Part 2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HSVL5MJuU3k 
Slugs! is an American documentary so some of the species shown do not exist in Britain. However, the 
video does present the biology and ecology of slugs in a clear and entertaining way. 

 

Slugs: The rebels lurking in your garden 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/49869547 

 

BBC Sounds podcast: In Pursuit of the Ridiculous: Slugs and Snails 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/b01ntj9z 

 

Terrestrial Mollusc Tool Biology and Ecology 
https://idtools.org/id/mollusc/biology.php#biology 

 
WW1 Common Garden Slug Brigade 
http://www.militarian.com/threads/ww1-common-garden-slug-brigade.11948/ 

 

Serpents, Slugs and Science: The Interesting Career of Paul Bartsch 
https://siarchives.si.edu/blog/serpents-slugs-and-science-interesting-career-paul-bartsch 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1qDTZWdJaEA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RFCKKPdcsJ8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HSVL5MJuU3k
http://www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/49869547
http://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/b01ntj9z
http://www.militarian.com/threads/ww1-common-garden-slug-brigade.11948/
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5. First Major Use of Poison Gas 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/firsts-of-the-first-world-war 

 

Chemical weapons in World War I 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chemical_weapons_in_World_War_I 

 

Activities 

1. Go on a slug hunt. Many slug species live under the soil but there are some that like to live 
above ground. They usually come out at night and during the day prefer to live in dark, damp 
places. So have a look under logs and loose bark on dead trees, rocks and stones, plant pots, in 
compost bins and in damp, dark corners and crevices. The best time to find them is the day 
after a night of rain. 

 
There are several species that are widespread and common in gardens including: 

 Great grey slug – Limax maximus – up to 200 mm long, pale grey with dark spots. 

 Garden slug – Arion hortensis - up to 30 mm long, bluish-black with orange underside 

 Large black slug - Arion ater - up to 150 mm long, jet black or orange with a black head. 
 

2. Make your own documentary. If you have access to a video recording device, why not make 
your film about slugs? You can record them wherever you find in their natural habitat. The 
great thing about filming with mobile devices is that you can get in really close to the slugs. 
Make sure they are in focus by moving your device a little further away if the image is looking 
a bit soft and fuzzy. Try to vary the angle of your shots and don’t be afraid to get down low so 
you can really show what they get up to. 

 

Slugs do move incredibly slowly so you might want to try to film time-lapse shots of them 
rather than waiting for them to do something. Most mobile devices can record time-lapse 
shots. Time-lapse shots compress time i.e. make things seem to happen much more quickly 
than they actually do in real life. It’s a great effect and means that your audience won’t get 
bored waiting for the slugs to do their thing. 

 

It might be a good idea to keep slugs in a tank in the classroom so that you can study their 
behaviour and film them more easily. You have to make sure that you have a nice clean tank 
with a lid and it is located in a nice cool space out of the sun. Remember they do like damp, 
dark places so collect some bark or leaf litter or objects where they can go and sleep when 
they want to. Feed them with fresh leafy vegetables. Set up your video recording device to 
record time-lapse videos of the slugs as they move about the tank and feed. Try to get good 
close up shots of how the foot moves as the slugs move up the sides of the tank. When you’ve 
got all the shots you need, edit them together using a simple editing app. You can add music 
or voice over narration if you like. 

 

Always handle slugs with care and make sure you wash your hands before and after touching 
them. Make sure to take good care of the slugs. Return them back to where you found them 
when you have finished studying them. Please do not leave them in tanks over the holidays. 

http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/firsts-of-the-first-world-war
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3. Slugs have a bad reputation. We talk about people ‘feeling sluggish’ meaning that they are 
feeling a bit slow, lacking in energy or fed up and not wanting to do anything. Gardeners 
complains about slugs eating the vegetables and flowers. That’s really unfair. Most slugs are 
very busy eating dead plants and animals are quickly recycled. Without slugs the world would 
be a much messier place and as we have already heard, slugs played an important role in WWI 
saving the lives of American soldiers. 

 

So, write a poem or a song or story in defence of slugs and let the world know what great 
animals they really are. 

 

4. Create a display all about slugs and include as many interesting facts about slugs as you can 
find and explaining how important slugs are. 

 

5. 
 

The artist Nicole McLaughlin chose to 
illustrate the story of the sensitive 
slugs for the story about animals in 
WWI. What do you think about this 
choice? What animal would you have 
chosen? 

 

On the original artwork, Nicole 
painted the slugs in clear varnish, 
which means you cannot see them on 
the illustration. Why do you think she 
painted them in this way? Where do 
you think the slugs might be and? 
What do you think of the artwork? 
How do you think the colours she has 
chosen help to tell the story? 

 
 
 

 

6. Create your own artwork to illustrate the importance of animals in WWI. You can do this 
individually or as a class, with each person providing a part of the whole work. You might want 
to just look at one particular animal or one particular type of animal or all the animals you 
have found out about through this story. 


