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Ac ng Serjeant Francis ‘Frank’ James Murtagh TT/0275   
Royal Army Veterinary Corps a ached B Ba ery, 174 Brigade, Royal Field Ar llery 

Died in hospital 21 February 1919 aged 34 years. 
Early Days 
   Francis ‘Frank’ James Murtagh was the older of the two children of John and Sarah [nee Hunt] Murtagh.  
He was born in December 1884 in Killyleagh, County Down, Ireland.    
   His father John was born in Dublin in 1837 and was christened on 
18 October 1837 at Lobinstown, Meath, Ireland.  His mother Sarah 
Elizabeth Hunt was born in 1854 and bap sed at Stroud on 23 April 
1854.  They married at St Mary’s, Islington on 5 July 1881.  Their 
marriage cer ficate shows that John was a Pensioner.  His father’s 
name is also given as John although he is named as Pa  [sic] in the 
register for John’s christening. He was described as a soldier.  Sarah 
was a spinster and her father was a gardener.   
   There was a disparity of 17 years between their ages.  This is 
probably accounted for by the fact that John appears to have 
followed in his father’s footsteps by joining the Bri sh Army.  A 
photograph shows John in a military uniform with a sash and the 
Indian Mu ny medal ribbon [white with two red stripes] on his 
tunic.  This medal was awarded in 1858.  Family history relates that 
he served in the Royal Ulster Rifles [ini ally the Royal Irish Rifles 
formed from the amalgama on of 83rd (County of Dublin) and the 
86th (Royal County Down) Regiments Foot in 1881]. 
   John and Sarah’s only other child Percy John ’Monty’ was born on 
14 January 1887 in Gloucester.  In 1891 the family were living at 4 
Napier Street, Barton St. Mary which is now part of the city of 
Gloucester.  John died on 12 November 1900.  The family home in 
1901 was 13 Napier Street, Gloucester.  Sarah was taking in 
boarders [3] to support herself, Francis, age 16, was a mber merchants clerk and Percy, age 14, was an 
appren ce cabinet maker.  By 1905 Percy was working for the Great Western Railway. 
   In 1911 Francis had moved away, he was s ll working as a mber merchants clerk but now boarding at 66 
Kent Avenue,  Ashford, Kent.  The widowed Sarah [age 57] home was in Newport which she shared with 
Percy who was now locomo ve fireman with the GWR.  Later that year Percy joined an Insurance Agency. 
   Also living in Ashford at the me of this census was re red Royal Marine Sergeant John Ings with his wife 
Frances.  Of their four daughters Florence and Violet a music teacher were living at home.  Their oldest 
daughter Annie Elizabeth was married to Edward John Bishopp a ca le dealer in Ashford.  Their remaining 
unmarried daughter Ethel May was working as an elementary school teacher in [West] Kingsdown 
boarding at The Mill with the Norton family. 
   Florence May Ings was then aged 22 and employed as a shop assistant.  She must have caught the eye of 
Francis Murtagh for they were married in Lewisham in the last quarter of 1913.  Their daughter Patricia 
was born on 15 December 1913.   
    
Military service 
   The Commonwealth War Graves Commission records show that Francis Murtagh served as an Ac ng 
Sergeant in the Army Veterinary Corps.  He was a ached to B Ba ery, 174 Brigade, Royal Field Ar llery 
[RFA] of the 39th Infantry Division.  His regimental number was TT.0275, the TT suffix indica ng that he 
was a member of the Territorial Force.  The exact date he joined the  army is not yet known but it was  
probably a er 31 December 1915 as he was not awarded the 1914-15 Star. 
   The commander of a unit was responsible for the care and use of horses within his unit.  An RFA Ba ery 
had about 228 horses for deploying the guns, car ng ammuni on and for the officers and men to ride 
whilst on the move.  A/Sgt Murtagh role was to ensure on behalf of the Ba ery commander and the 
Assistant Director Veterinary Services of the Division [a qualified veterinary surgeon] that the horses were 
properly fed, watered, groomed and where prac cable housed.  Once a Ba ery was in its firing posi on the 
horses would be withdrawn from its immediate loca on.     /con nues on p.2 

The role of the Royal Army Veterinary Corps 
   The Army Veterinary Service was established in 1796.  Losses of horses then was greater through poor 
husbandry and farriery than by enemy ac on.  At this me the veterinary profession was just becoming 
established, the London Veterinary College had been founded five years earlier.  From 1796 the College 
undertook to supply qualified veterinary surgeons to the Army and the Board of Ordnance in exchange for 
regular grants.  The overall impact was to make some major improvements in the care and health of the 
horses as proper scien fic prac ce was adopted. 
   Nevertheless as a veterinary officer was part of the staff of a cavalry regiment and very much under the 
control of its commanding officer.  There was li le scope for them to exchange ideas with other 
veterinarians and, unless they maintained an interest in their profession, old ideas and even harmful 
prac ces persisted. 
   The shortcomings from these arrangements came to a head as they did for Army Medical Services in the 
Crimean War.  Hundreds of horses were lost due to starva on, exposure and neglect in this campaign.  
Even then li le was done but the defeat of the French Army by its Prussian neighbours in the 1870s 
seemed to have provided a catalyst for a major re-organisa on of many aspects of the Bri sh Army.  The 
Army Veterinary Department was founded in 1880 with an associated Army Veterinary School opened at 
Aldershot at the same me.   
   The Army’s management of it horses and mules was to be severely tested in the Boer War.  Poor 
husbandry and disease management resulted in the loss of nearly half a million horses in this campaign 
and replacing these losses represented a near insurmountable challenge.   
   A direct result of this was in 1903 the forma on of the Army Veterinary Corps [AVC] which took on the 
majority of veterinary officers and enabled the recruitment of other ranks to assist them.  Despite being 
under resourced by the ever parsimonious War Office further improvements in the care and health of 
animals resulted.  Its posi on was helped a lot when the Director General of Army Veterinary Services 
responded in a War Office mee ng to the ques on “Is your branch ready for the War?” by declaring that it 
was not.  A courageous response that resulted not in his dismissal but the provision of funding that had 
previously been requested and ignored. 
   This ac on saw a Corps be er organised and equipped to face the challenges of the First World War.  It 
did, however, in common with the en re Bri sh Army have to substan ally increase its professional and 
ancillary manpower to cope with the demands it faced.   
   In August 1914 its strength was 197 officers and 322 men.  A year later the numbers were up to 928 and 
10,772 and in August 1918 it had burgeoned to 1,354 officers and 27,306 men.  The country lost almost 
half its qualified veterinarians to the Army.  Intensive training had to be provided to the other ranks drawn 
from many walks of life.  This enabled them to provide a proper level of support to the veterinary surgeons 
and also to the front line units to which they were a ached o en as the only full me presence of the 
Corps.  The achievements of the Corps were recognised in 1918 when it became the Royal Army Veterinary 
Corps.  Although now a much smaller corps it con nues to support the military to this day both at home 
and on ac ve service. 
   By 1917 about a half million horses and almost a quarter of a million mules were engaged in military 
work with about half of them on the Western Front.  Contrary to popular opinion the majority of them 
were used by the Royal Ar llery and the Army Service Corps as draught animals.  Two and a half million 
animals were treated by the AVC with about two million being returned to work.  Depending upon their 
need animals were treated near the front or transported down the line to veterinary hospitals.  Camels, 
oxen, donkeys and dogs were also on military strength. 
   Each Division had an Assistant Director of Veterinary Services [ADVS], a qualified veterinary surgeon.  He 
would make regular visits to the Division and its subordinate units to inspect their horses, conduct health 
checks and issue advice & instruc ons.  The ADVS was supported by a Mobile Veterinary Sec on.  This was 
a first aid unit that provided care for sick, wounded and injured horses.  Any animal requiring more 

specialist care would be transferred to a veterinary hospital.   
The sec on was staffed by a qualified vet supported by 24 other 
ranks and 15 horses. He was also responsible for the 
management and deployment of AVC other ranks to the units 
who were trained for their du es by the AVC.  
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King George Military Hospital 
This hospital was established at Stamford Street, London SE1 in the then newly built 5 storey HM 
Sta onery Office premises.  It was equipped by public subscrip on at £25 per bed.  This was launched by 
Queen Alexandria [The King’s mother] in December 1914.  £41,250 was raised in two weeks [i.e. 1,650 
beds at £25].  Its facili es included opera ng theatres and an X-Ray Department.  Industrial ac on delayed 
its opening to the end of May 1915.  A tunnel which was a part of the original building connected it to 
nearby Waterloo Sta on.  This enabled the wounded to be moved easily and out of the public gaze.  The 
hospital closed in 1920 and is now occupied by King’s College. 
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The a ermath 

   The Commonwealth War Grave Commission’s web site entry for Francis shows that Florence presumably 
with their daughter Patricia was living at The Hut [West], Main Road, Kingsdown [now under the M20].  
This was the home of her sister Ethel who was s ll teaching at the local school under the headship of Mr 
Paul Palfreyman. 

   Frances was posthumously awarded Bri sh War Medal and Victory Medal.  The absence of the award of 
the 1914-15 Star confirming that he did not join the army un l a er 31 December 1915.  His entry in the 
Register of Soldiers Effects notes that his daughter Patricia was born on 15 December 1913.  On 21 
September 1919 the sum of £14, 7s, 9d was paid to his widow Florence.  A further payment  of £28, 15s, 2d 
was made to her a month later which included his War Gratuity of £28, 10s. 
   At the me of the compila on of the 1939 Register [29 Sept 1939] 
Florence was living at Bockham Farm, Ashford where she was the 
housekeeper to farmer Frank Lovell.  She died at Ashford in March 1981 
aged 92 years.  Her father had pre-deceased her in March 1939.  Her 
widowed mother was living with Ethel at The Hut, Kingsdown in 1939.  She 
is believed to have died at Maidstone in 1958 aged 95.  Ethel died in 
Canterbury in July 1989. 

   No further trace has been found of Patricia E Murtagh apart from the 
possibility she may have married a Spencer Robert Bailey Bransby at 
Has ngs in 1932. 

Other members of the family who served 
   Percy John ‘Monty’ Murtagh [pictured to the right] ini ally joined the 10th 
(Service) Ba alion (1st Gwent), South Wales Borderers [Regt no 20198] which was 
formed in December 1914 at Brecon.  The ba alion arrived in France on 3 
December 1915 at Le Havre.  He transferred in the rank of Lance Corporal to the 
Labour Corps [Regt No 325376] in July or August 1917 from which he was 
discharged to the Class Z Reserve on 1 June 1919 in the rank of Corporal.  He was 
awarded the 1914-15 Star, the Bri sh War Medal and the Victory Medal .   
   Percy emigrated to Perth, Western Australia with his wife and family in about 
1926.  He died in Perth in 1965.  He was pre-deceased by his wife Mary but their 
sons Edwin John, Ronald Francis and Peter Dudley are believed to have remained 
in Western Australia where each of them married and had a family.  Ronald 
served as a Leading Aircra man with the Royal Australian Air Force in the Second 
World War. 

   As the front line member of the veterinary service he would also have been 
trained to look for ailments such as ringworm, mange and glanders and to 
ensure that these were treated properly where appropriate under the 
direc on of a veterinary surgeon.  Glanders being a highly infec ous disease 
with horses suffering from this having to be destroyed to stop the spread of 
infec on.  He would also administer basic first aid for minor injuries. Amongst 
the other things that needed to be looked for and treated were picked up 
nails that would damage the horse’s feet.  Regular shoeing was also necessary 
which would be undertaken by a farrier or shoeing smith.  They of course 
would have to be summoned to replace lost or loose shoes as well. 
   Those directly responsible for the care of horses were expected to spend at 
least half an hour per horse per day grooming it.  Par cular care would be 
taken over their legs and underbody to clean away mud and to check for cuts 
and sores.  Clipping was also rou nely carried out except during the winter 
months.   Finally to keep it fit a horse had to be exercised each day for two or 
three hours to keep it fit for work.  This was especially important for gun 
horses since the ar llery could remain in one place for some me.  
   The Ba ery’s horses would usually be posi oned with its ammuni on 
wagons un l they were needed to move the guns.   This could be up to half a 
mile or so behind the guns.  They were not, however, immune from incoming 
ar llery fire.  The exact date that Francis was gassed is not known, it is likely 
to have been in October or early November.  The Germans rou nely fired gas 
shells during ar llery barrages.  In October for example when the Ba ery 
were in the field between the rivers Scheldt and La Selle possibly near 
Avesnes-le-Sec the Divisional Commander Royal Ar llery reported that gas 
shells separately containing chorine, mustard and phosgene were fired on the 
ar llery posi ons.   
   There is no record in the war diary of the Ba ery of any injuries from 
any events, it only reports details of its posi ons and targets.   Whatever 
the circumstances Frances would have quickly been evacuated down the 
line.  As a severe gas case there was li le prospect of him being back in 
ac on so he was almost certainly back in Britain in a li le more than a 
week.  It is hoped that Florence would then have been able to visit him. 
   His entry in the Register of Soldiers Effects states that at the me of his 
death he was a pa ent in the King George Military Hospital, London.  
With 1,900 beds this was the country’s largest military hospital.  There is 
more informa on about the hospital opposite. 
   It was here that he died on 21 February 1919.  He was buried in the 
churchyard of St Edmund’s , Kingsdown where he remains to this day.  
It’s highly probable that the burial would have been with full military 
honours.  The Reverend Canon Warland, the Rector would have 
conducted or assisted at the service.  Mr Palfreyman the headmaster of 
the village school would almost certainly have been present as well.  
Both these gentlemen had each lost a son in the war.  
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