RHS: Spring 2018
Friday, February 23, 7:30pm at the Starr Library, WWI and the End of the Gilded Age with Don Fraser
Don Fraser, the Educator at Staatsburgh State Historic Site (Mills Mansion), will explore how the extravagances that
characterized the Gilded Age withered away in the cataclysm of the Great War. Society hostesses changed their
bejeweled gowns for Red Cross uniforms. Staatsburgh’s Ogden Livingston Mills quit his job as a New York State
Senator to serve in France as an Army captain. And a tornado of social changes – including votes for women, laborsaving inventions and the income tax – swept away the Gilded Age and ushered in a new era. Refreshments will be
served.

President's Message Spring 2018
On December 16th the RHS celebrated our 50th
anniversary with a party at the Rhinecliff. We had a
PowerPoint presentation showing some of the
material that has been donated over the years and had
a quiz to test the participants knowledge of local
history.

This year we will be commemorating the 100th
anniversary of WWI. Last month I gave a talk about
life in Rhinebeck during the war (the video is up on
our website). This month’s program is about the war
ending the gilded age and several more programs are
being planned for this fall. Mike Frazier and I are
serving as co-vice presidents for Rhinebeck on the
Dutchess County wide WWI committee headed up
by Bill Jeffway from the Dutchess County Historical
Society.
David Miller

The Equine Soldiers of WWI
By Judy Merritt
“I’m only a cavalry charger,
And I’m dying as fast as I can,
(For my body is riddled with bullets –
They’ve potted both me and my man)."
- Excerpt from “The Cavalry Charger’s Appeal” by Scots
Grey, A Book of Poems for The Blue Cross Fund
The horse is the animal most associated with war. Its value,
in battle and to the morale of those who fought during
World War 1 proved inestimable. Sadly, far more horses
died than survived. While the conflict took the lives of some
8,500,000 fighting men, an estimated 8,000,000 equine
soldiers perished. WW1 commentators and historians of the
Western Front often overlook the role horses and mules
played in helping the Allied forces, especially the British,
wage war. The sacrifice these animals made in travelling to
a frightening environment of loud noises and mayhem, in
which they would faithfully serve their masters without
understanding any of the reasons why they were there,
should never go without mention and should never be
forgotten.
Historical Use of Horses in War
Soldiers fighting from horseback is one of the oldest forms
of warfare known to man. Horses endowed warriors with the
advantage of greater height, speed, and inertial mass over
foot soldiers. Famed military leaders such as Alexander the
Great, Hannibal, Genghis Khan, and Frederick the Great
used warriors on horses with great effectiveness.
A wall of men on horseback thundering toward infantry at
breakneck speed was the ultimate shock and awe tactic,
breaking an enemy line before they ever reached it.
Who would not run like heck at the sight of thousands of
men on horses in a long moving line, which, ever advancing,
glitters like a long wave of a stormy sea when it catches the
sunlight, their thundering and tramping hooves vibrating the
earth beneath you? It is human instinct for the
overwhelming number of people to become rattled by such a

terrible moving mass and flee, an act which allows the
enemy to easily pick them off.

An Ancient Method in a Modern War
Although World War I was a war of rapid technological
innovation, with aircraft, tanks and poison gas used in battle
for the first time, military leaders on all sides took for
granted that soldiers mounted on horses would be a
substantial component of their nation’s army. In fact, it was
the generals’ understanding of warfare that put the use of
cavalry in such high regard. For them, the warhorse itself
was a formidable weapon and far from obsolete. Cavalry
formations were able to flank the infantry, gain speed, and
slam into their formations with devastating consequences.
Cavalry, being faster than infantry, outmaneuver them in the
field. Calvary gave the planners greater flexibility in
operations over difficult terrain, and particularly in severe
weather. Horses could operate in mud, marshland, and in
any sort of broken ground; they could filter through forests
and negotiate watercourses and ravines that would halt
motorized units.
Moreover, horses could survive at 22 degrees below zero
and keep moving in dust and sand that clogged and wore out
engines. Cavalrymen could fight as infantry after covering
immense distances, and, like the motorized infantry, they
could exploit breakthroughs punched by tanks. For these
reasons, all combatant nations in the conflict made the
conscious decision to use horses, one which led to perhaps
the most senseless carnage in the history of
warfare. However, in all fairness, no one knew at the
beginning of the conflict that both sides would soon settle
into static trench warfare where there would be a continuous
line of trenches from the Alps to the English Channel.
Obtaining War Horses
The vast numbers of horses required during the conflict was
a difficult demand to meet for all sides. As young men
throughout the United Kingdom volunteered for war, a
simultaneous effort began to purchase the war horses for use
wherever and however they were needed. Unlike Germany,
which had prepared a sponsored horse-breeding programs to

gear up for the war that registered their horses annually with
the government in much the same way as army reservists,
Britain's army needed at least 500,000 more horses than the
25,000 available at the start of the war. So, they looked
overseas for horses and mules to replace those killed or no
longer fit for duty. While New Zealand, South Africa, India,
Spain, and Portugal sold horses and mules to Britain, the
United States became a major supplier. Well before the US
entered the war in 1917, it became involved in providing
horses for the conflict, beginning in 1914. American and, to
a lesser extent, Canadian horses and mules eventually made
up two thirds of those used by the British Army. As many as
1,000,000 came from America. The British Remount
Department spent 67.5 million pounds buying horses and
mules.
North America was the most obvious place to look; with its
vast plains and intensive farming, the rolling lands of the
mid-west had produced a light draught horse (15.2 – 16
hands and 1200 pounds) that was a breed apart from its
European ancestors and, more importantly, there were
plenty of them.

U.S. horses loading onto transport trains and ships to
European ports and later to the war front. Courtesy of U.S.
National Archives
America’s semi-wild horses, were rough and ready looking:
they were shoeless, long-haired and had ragged hips, but
they were tough as nails, with generations of their kind
content to roam out in the open and in all kinds of weather.
After being purchased at large fairs, the American horse or
mule, aged three to twelve, received a brand with the British

Army's broad arrow symbol and then hauled to the nearest
railhead for immediate transportation.
After arriving at the US East Coast docks for shipping to
Britain, the horses and mules received a complete
examination by an army of veterinarians. They looked for
any signs of disease or distress. Any animal looking ill or
with a high temperature was taken out of the line. Once
coaxed on the ships, the animals were placed in the stalls
and given round-the-clock checks when the voyage started.

But having so many animals together was a medical as well
as a logistical problem. Horses were particularly prone to
'shipping fever,' a form of pneumonia, and other pulmonary
complaints. Mules, on the other hand, were much hardier,
although far more obstinate (or perhaps more intelligent).
The animals got off the trains every 36 hours for watering
and feeding at specially-constructed depots. They also had a
chance to stretch their legs, which must have been most
welcome after being cooped up for such a long period. The
horses were keen to get ashore after arriving in Britain,
while the mules – usually those noted as unwilling to board
– were now unwilling to get off! Most of the horses and
some of the mules were in shabby shape after the journey
but with decent care and hearty rations provided by the
Remount Service and the Veterinary Corps they were soon
fighting-fit and ready for shipment to the Western Front or
to support ground forces throughout France.
Going to War
War horses were separated into three classes: cavalry; light
artillery and heavy artillery. inches from the ground to the
highest point of the animal’s withers, depending on the
class; and must weigh between 950 and 1,250 pounds or
more. Artillery horses were used for hauling. Mounted
troops rode cavalry horses, which had to be dark enough for
camouflage. Grays were sometimes acceptable, especially to
the French, and more so as the war continued. All horses
had to be between 5 and 10 years old; between 15 and 16
hands high, measuring, that is, 60 to 64
At the start of the war every major army had a substantial
cavalry, and they performed well at first.

Germany and Britain began the war with 100,000 cavalry
men each. The cavalry used the best horses, usually
stallions. (The U.S. Army's standards were similar to those
of World War I foreign buyers, except that the U.S. military
wanted geldings only since stallions in a group fought with
each other, and the presence of mares stirred up stallions and
geldings alike.) These horses had to be strong since the
average cavalryman's weight was 168 pounds and his
equipment, saddle, ammunition, etc. usually weighed
another 126 pounds. Men in the cavalry were careful to take
the weight off their horses as much as they could. This
including dismounting and walking with their horses and
unsaddling at every opportunity.

Despite the machine gun, barbed wire, and trenches (or thick
bushes in the Levant), cavalry proved to be remarkably
effective during the conflict where mobile fighting could
take place. However, a few weeks after arriving in France,
the British, at the battle of Mons in August 1914, learned the
vicious effectiveness of the machine gun on both riders and
horses. Although the cavalry charges deemed essential in
1914 were an anachronism by 1918, the role of the horse did
not diminish during World War One. Despite its reputation
as the first ‘modern war,’ motor vehicles were far from
ubiquitous and without horses the logistics of the war would
have ground to a halt.
Although the deadly terrain that evolved around trench
warfare rendered cavalry attacks nearly useless on the
Western Front, the heavy horses transporting guns,
ammunition and food to the frontline troops became
extremely important. Still, horses suffered and died despite
the change in services they provided. Many died of
starvation, disease and exhaustion and many others died
from artillery fire.
Moreover, horses were just as susceptible to poison gas as
the infantry, but significantly more difficult to deal with
when having to don a gas mask on them.

Each year the British lost 15 percent of their horses, and as
the war continued, horses became so difficult to replace that
by 1917 their value, from a purely economic and strategic
stand point, outweighed the value of a soldier at that stage.

Although veterinary care to handle injuries was limited, an
army of veterinarians worked miracles to treat injured horses
and keep them going.
Horse Mortality
Challenges to the safety and well-being of the horses were
numerous. Beyond the predictable danger of weaponry, the
scarcity of food caused many to die of starvation. The food
ration for a horse was 20 pounds of grain a day. This was
nearly 25 percent less than what a horse would usually be
fed. Finding enough food for the horses and mules was a
constant problem. The horses were always hungry and
where often seen trying to eat wagon wheels. When grain
was in short supply, the horses and mules were fed on
sawdust cake. Additionally, disease, caused by impossible
living conditions and insects, was often rampant. Rough
terrain often proved too difficult to negotiate, and some
animals had to be abandoned.

British statistics alone indicate 120,000 horses were treated
by army vets in the first year for wounds and disease, and
almost three-quarters of a million were treated over the
course of the war, half a million successfully. It is
interesting to note that modern horse trailers came from the
horse ambulances developed to evacuate equines to field
hospitals.
It was the deep bond that developed between man and horse
helped both survive the hell of the war.

When technology overtook horses in the field of warfare,
men lost the companions who had comforted them in
foreign lands.

After the War
Sadly, there was further heartache for the horses when the
war ended. After having worked so willingly alongside
brave soldiers, and miraculously survived the horrors of
war, most of the remaining animals were discarded by their

armies and given up for slaughter or sold into lives of hard
labor and utter misery. They went to work for owners in
other countries with little - if any - compassion for these
faithful old warriors or consideration for their noble
contributions to the war or to civilization. They spent the
rest of their unhappy lives laboring on the foreign soil where
they had previously campaigned in the bloodiest war of the
century.
Eighty-five (85,000) of the oldest were sold for horse meat
to feed POWs and the local population who were half
starving. Half a million (500,000) horses were sold to
French farmers to help rebuild the countryside. Only 60,000
made it back to Britain, and of the 1,000,000 million
American equine soldiers shipped to Europe for use by
England and France and other theaters of war, only 200
returned.

Afterword
Being a horse lover, my focus in this article has been mainly
on the horse. However, my research revealed that great as
the success of the American gun horse in WW1, still greater,
though perhaps less appreciated, were the war qualities of
the war mule...probably the most serviceable and
satisfactory animal used in the war.

Needless to say, so much could have been written about all
the other brave animals (dogs, cats, pigeons, camels, and
elephants) that served in WW1 but space did not permit.
They all were heroes in the truest sense of the word!

The Rhinebeck Historical
Society thanks our supporting
Business Members

The RHS is looking for volunteers to
help in the local history room at the
Starr Library. The room is open to the
public on Thursdays from 10 am to 4
pm. Scholars and researchers come in
looking for help with their work, and
others send in research requests via
email. Volunteers could either assist
them directly or do so indirectly by
working with the collections in our
archives. No prior research skills are
necessary. However, attention to
detail, interest in history, delight in
working with other people, and joy at
solving puzzles are all most desirable.
It is a great opportunity to learn about
our town while helping others. For
information call Mike Frazier at
845.876.7462 or e-mail
michaelfrazier@earthlink.net.
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Doing Local History Research?
Come visit the Rhinebeck Historical Society Archives!
We are open Thursdays 10-4 in the Local History Room
the lower level of the Starr Library in Rhinebeck
Please call or e-mail to let us know you are coming:
845-876-7462
michaelfrazier@earthlink.net

Visit us on the web @ Rhinebeckhistoricalsociety.org

THE RHINEBECK HISTORICAL SOCIETY ‐ UPCOMING PROGRAMS

Friday, March 23, 7:30pm at the Starr Library, The History of Lionel Trains
Ron Gabriel will explore the history of the Lionel train Company with the major focus on Joshua Lionel Cowan, the
founder of the company. Lionel trains were not the original intention of the founder and we discover that the trains came
into existence, accidentally, as a by-product of an advertising campaign. The history of Lionel trains is described in
parallel to American history in the 20th century. Lionel will survive the Great Depression, “by the skin of its teeth”.
Lionel will play a part in America’s war effort during World War II. The post-war years would be Lionel’s, “Golden
Age.” Following that period will be the slow decline, with many mistakes and mis-steps by the company, which will lead
to the destruction of the original Lionel train company. We will focus on Joshua Lionel Cowan throughout the narrative.
Antique trains will be displayed. Refreshments will be served.
Friday, Apr. 27, 7:30pm at the Starr Library, Palatine Architecture
Don McTernan, museum curator/historian and Bob Hedges, timber-framer/historian, will examine traditional Palatine
design and construction techniques evident in selected regional buildings. Siting, plans and function will be illustrated
and discussed. Regional Palatine architecture is an esoteric and enigmatic subject, owing largely to its melding with
Dutch folk architectural traditions at an early date. The mid-Hudson region possesses a wealth of surviving
vernacular dwellings, barns and outbuildings which should be carefully studied and documented before they are lost.
Refreshments will be served.

SAVE THESE DATES

Friday, February 23, 7:30pm at the Starr Library, WWI and the End of the Gilded Age with Don Fraser
Don Fraser, the Educator at Staatsburgh State Historic Site (Mills Mansion), will explore how the extravagances that
characterized the Gilded Age withered away in the cataclysm of the Great War. Society hostesses changed their
bejeweled gowns for Red Cross uniforms. Staatsburgh’s Ogden Livingston Mills quit his job as a New York State
Senator to serve in France as an Army captain. And a tornado of social changes – including votes for women, laborsaving inventions and the income tax – swept away the Gilded Age and ushered in a new era. Refreshments will be
served.

