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FOREWORD 
 

Private Andrew Thomson, Royal Army Veterinary Corps 
 

General background to RAVC prior to and during WW2 
 
Following World War One the RAVC underwent rapid demobilisation and as mechanisation progressed 
the RAVC reduced in size.  In 1937 the Army Veterinary School in Aldershot closed after 48 years. 

However, the Corps came under War office scrutiny in 1937 and its continuing need in the modern 
mechanised Army was validated. The report on the Corp's future, which was accepted by the War Office, 
concluded that "the RAVC should be preserved in order to conserve the experience of the past against 
possible future needs and to modify and enlarge this knowledge by study and practice under changing 
conditions".  The conclusions of the 1937 report were well founded then and continue to be just as sound 
an argument today.  
 
In 1939 the 1st Cavalry Division, with 20,000 animals, was despatched to Palestine and it was 1941 
before the Division was fully mechanised. Having been deployed to Palestine, many animals of the 
Cavalry Division were used, post 1941, for transport duties. In the UK large numbers of animals that had 
been acquired in anticipation of major operations in Norway were also used for this purpose. In Italy, 
India and Burma mules played a major role in support of the ground forces. There was indeed a 
continuing need for the RAVC and it expanded rapidly to meet it on the outbreak of World War Two. The 
Corps grew from 190 to nearly 4,500 personnel before hostilities were to end in 1945.  
 
At the outbreak of war there were 85 officers (59 of whom were in India) and 105 soldiers, this increased 
over the course of the war to a total of 519 officers and 3,939 other ranks. Even with the increased 
mechanisation of World War 2 horses and mules were still essential means of transport, most notably in 
Palestine and the Italian campaign where terrain made it impossible for vehicles. In 1942 the strength of 
military animals was 6,500 horses, 10,000 mules and 1,700 camels. 

The RAVC also had a presence in Greece, Ertirea and Syria and, as well as pack transport, were 
responsible for the local provision of livestock for slaughter, meat inspection and the rearing of livestock. 
The Italian campaign was the only one where RAVC units operated in the dual role of evacuating animal 
casualties and issuing replacements. In addition to the mules shipped over from North Africa and the 
Middle East there were almost 11,000 mules purchased in Sicily and Southern Italy. Battle casualties 
among mules in Italy were higher than had been anticipated, whilst losses from infection and contagious 
diseases were lower. 

 
 


