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For as long as there have been wars, animals
have been out there saving lives. Over the years
cats, dogs, horses and even birds have shown
incredible courage and devotion, and this book
tells some of their extraordinary stories.
Not all of these adventures have happy
endings, but every one is true. They show us the
unique bond that can develop between animal
and man. By reminding us that not all heroes are
human, they also cast a shining light on some of
the worst moments in a hundred years of history.

Voytek:

the bear who

carried bombs

The Battle of Monte Cassino,
Second World War,
from Iran to Italy, then Edinburgh, 1944
Poland was the first country to be invaded at the start of the Second World
War, but many soldiers and airmen escaped from the country and were able
to fight on the side of the Allies. More than a hundred thousand of them
joined the Polish II Army Corps, and together with a mountain bear called
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Voytek they fought alongside British and Commonwealth troops in the
Middle East and North Africa before taking part in one of the most ferocious
battles of the whole war.
In 1942 some of these soldiers had found themselves stationed in the
ancient city of Hamadan in Iran. Sent there to capture some strategically
important oilfields, they had been approached by a young boy who had
found a bear cub living alone in the woods. Thinking its mother had
probably been killed by hunters, the boy said the cub was an orphan. It was
too small to survive on its own, but the boy couldn’t have it at home and
hoped the soldiers might keep it as their mascot.
The soldiers liked this idea and agreed to buy the bear in exchange for
a couple of tins of meat for the boy and his family. Thinking it would be
fun to have him around, they called him Voytek, a Polish word meaning
‘Smiling Warrior’.
Despite his name, Voytek was anything but a warrior. He was much
too friendly for that, and so small that for a while he

Despite his name,

used to sleep in a washing-up bowl. Because he was

Voytek was anything

still only a baby the soldiers had difficulty getting him

but a warrior

to eat anything, but with a bit of help he learned to
drink milk from an old vodka bottle. As the weeks

turned into months he gradually moved on to eating figs and dates, as well
as honey (like Winnie the Pooh) and even jars of marmalade (like Paddington
Bear).
During his time with the soldiers he picked up a few bad habits as
well. Watching them marching around the camp, Voytek learned to salute,
but he also started smoking cigarettes and drinking beer, which became
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his absolutely favourite thing, although it would not have been good for
his health. If he had too much to drink he would then break into the stores
and steal more food, and more than once he pulled a lot of underwear off a
washing line, and was caught parading around with it all wrapped around
his head. He would also sneak into the showers to fool around, and after
learning how to use the taps he managed to waste all the water before
anyone realised what was going on.
As he grew larger and stronger Voytek also liked to wrestle with the
men, but never fiercely, as he just wanted to be friends with everyone.
Even in later life, by which time he was almost two metres tall and had a
formidable set of fi fteen-centimetre claws, there was never any sign of him
becoming savage, which many wild animals will do as they reach maturity.
As the war progressed, the Poles travelled hundreds of kilometres west
to Egypt. In 1944 their orders were to cross the Mediterranean and join
thousands of other troops fighting the German army in Italy. Naturally they
wanted Voytek to go with them, but no one would let them bring a bear
on board ship. The men were desperate, and, sensing their unhappiness,
Voytek was also becoming upset. In order to make it possible for him to
travel a helpful senior officer decided to enlist him into the Polish army as
a private. Once this was done and he had the
correct paperwork showing his name, rank

No one would let them

and number, it was agreed that he could travel

bring a bear on board

into battle.

ship

Until now Voytek had been a lot of fun
for the men, but in Italy the men needed his help as well as his company.
Soon after arriving they found themselves fighting in the Battle of Monte
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Cassino, one of the most bitter and destructive campaigns in the whole of
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the war.
Thousands of British, American, French and Commonwealth troops
were brought in to dislodge a well-armed enemy from a fortress-like abbey
positioned high on a rocky hill. More than one thousand two hundred and
fifty tons of bombs were dropped onto the hill over a period of a day and a
night, and the thousand-year-old abbey was left in ruins, but there was no
surrender. It was decided to launch a huge artillery barrage, and the Polish
soldiers were given the responsibility for keeping an estimated two thousand
big guns supplied with ammunition.
The enemy continued to return fi re, making the work hard and
exceptionally dangerous, but even with

Voytek refused to hide,

their own lives in danger the soldiers were

even

though

begin

concerned about Voytek. They could see that

with

he

clearly

such a large animal presented an easy, obvious

scared by the noise of

target to an enemy sniper and tried to get him

so many explosions

under cover. But Voytek refused to hide, even

to

was

though to begin with he was clearly scared by
the noise of so many explosions.
He quickly became braver, however, and as the fighting continued there
were numerous eye-witness accounts of him actually helping his comrades.
Far from cowering in fear, Voytek was seen carrying one giant shell after
another from the Polish supply depot forward to the Allies’ guns.
Unsurprisingly this caused some concern, and not just because bears
aren’t often seen in Italy. The biggest worry was that a great clumsy bear
might drop one of the shells, with potentially disastrous results, but the
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soldiers who knew Voytek best insisted he could be trusted. No one knows
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precisely how many shells he carried, but during the course of the battle
the Polish II Corps delivered an incredible seventeen thousand tons of
ammunition to the front-line troops and more
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than one thousand tons of food.
This was obviously a major contribution

legend

of

‘soldier bear’ became an

to the Allies’ eventual victory, and Voytek’s

inspirational

part in it has never been forgotten. From then

freedom

symbol

until the end of the war Polish artillery supply
vehicles were painted with a picture of a bear carrying a shell, and the legend
of the ‘soldier bear’ became an inspirational symbol of freedom for Poles
everywhere who were fighting to regain their country.
In the end they were successful, and a year after the victory at Monte
Cassino, Poland was back in Polish hands and the soldiers could return
home. None of them could really afford to keep a bear so Voytek was given
to Edinburgh Zoo, where he lived happily for the next twenty years. He still
enjoyed the odd cigarette thrown into his enclosure by Polish visitors who
knew his story, but with no one to light them he used to eat them instead.
After his death, statues of Voytek were erected in London and in
Krakow in Poland, and a third was unveiled in Edinburgh to mark the
seventieth anniversary of the Battle of Monte Cassino – Voytek’s battle.
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