2017 is the 100 year anniversary of the U.S. involvement in WW1.  A multi venue, multi disciple project called Fur and Feathers, Animal Heroes of WW1 is designed to bring attention to the value of animals during that time and awareness to the needs of animals today.

This is the story of one such hero, a dog named Rags.

Rags was just one of the many loyal and brave animals that played a vital role in WW1 and are credited with saving many lives.  A mixed breed terrier, a mutt, was found abandoned on the streets of Paris by an American doughboy in 1917.  Private James Donovan had marched in the Bastille Day parade and was late in reporting back to his unit when he stumbled onto the pitiful little raga muffin.  In order to  avoid being Absent Without Leave, Donovan told Military Police that "Rags" was the missing mascot of the 1st Infantry Division and that he was part of a search party. When he returned to his unit, Rags charmed the officer immediately and Donovan escaped punishment.  Donovan was allowed to keep the dog largely because he was being ordered to the front. 
Donovan's job in the front lines was to string communications wire between advancing infantry and supporting field artillery and to repair field telephone wires that had been damaged.  Until damaged wire was replaced, runners had to be used, but they were often wounded, killed or could not get through.   Donovan trained Rags to carry written messages attached to his collar. The brave little dog completed his missions even under fire.   Rags was also quick to notice breaks in the lines and alert the men to the damaged spot.
In July 1918, Rags and Donovan and an infantry unit of 42 men were cut off and surrounded by Germans. Rags carried back a message which resulted in an artillery barrage and reinforcements that rescued the group. News of the exploit spread throughout the 1st Division. Rags carried a number of messages that saved the lives of a large number of doughboys in other battles too. 

Rags learned to imitate the soldiers.  He learned to salute by holding his paw up by his head.  He also watched the soldiers as they crawled along the ground when they heard incoming mortars.  He would mimic that posture when his acute hearing would alert him of incoming shells before the men could hear it. 

On October 9, 1918, Rags and Donovan were both the victims of German shellfire and gas. Rags had his right front paw, right ear and right eye damaged by shell splinters, along with the gas.
Jimmy Donovan was much more seriously wounded. He was to be sent back to Fort Sheridan in Chicago for special medical care. Rags had stayed with Donovan at the field hospital and when he was transferred, members of the 1st Division smuggled the dog by train and ship from  France to the U.S. 
Rags made his home at the base fire house and was given a collar with a tag that identified him as 1st Division Rags.  At first, the hospital staff prevented Rags from visiting his favorite soldier, but as the story of Rags and Donovan spread, he was soon permitted in the ward.   He visited his beloved Donovan every day. But, in early 1919, Donovan died and Rags became the post dog, living in the fire house and eating at various mess halls that he carefully selected. He was watched over by a number of soldiers on the post.

In 1920, Major Raymond W. Hardenbergh, his wife and two daughters arrived at Fort Sheridan. The family and Rags soon became very attached to each other. The post commander arranged for the family to be given the trusteeship of Rags and he accompanied them on their various tours of duty.  
For many years afterward, Rags would appear at the flag pole at various military bases at the end of the duty day. As the flag was lowered and the bugle played, Rags could be seen saluting with the assembled troops. Another lifelong activity was Rags' daily tour of whatever army base at which he was living. Early on, he would identify the mess halls with the best food and most hospitable staff. He would visit them each day for treats, and most had a special water bowl placed out for him

The little homeless street dog from France became a celebrity when the war ended. He had newspaper stories and books written about him and received medals and awards, including induction into the Legion of Dog Heroes.  In 1928, he marched down Broadway with the 1st Division troops as part of the division's 10th anniversary of World War I reunion. Numerous politicians and U.S. Army generals had their pictures taken with Rags. From 1928 until 1934, Rags lived with the Hardenberghs at Fort Hamilton, New York.
 March 1936, Hardenbergh informed Fort Hamilton and the 1st Division that Rags had died. He was 20 years old. Rags was buried with military honors, and a monument was erected at the Aspen Hill memorial park and animal sanctuary in Silver Spring, Maryland near the Hardenbergh home.
Free coloring pages are available on our website and at select locations, such as Rocking Chair Realty in Flippin.  http://www.chugachartscouncil.org/outreach/
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