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“The runner’s job was the hardest and the most dangerous,” said Allan L. Dexter in a

1931 newspaper article.1 Dexter was a World War I veteran who won a Distinguished Service

Cross for his duties as a second lieutenant.2 A runner was a foot messenger.  They were used

more during WW1 than in any other war.  These messengers would receive a message, usually

from a commander or general.  Then, they would take these messages from commander to

commander.  These messages contained alerts, commands, or simple orders.  They usually would

inform officers to attack, to take a position,3 or would warn of an enemy's plans.  They would

deliver these messages whenever needed.  These foot messengers had to be fast, quick, and

3 Oakleaf, J.F. “Report On Hindenburg Line Operations .” World War I Document Archive,
Brigham Young University Library, 29 Oct. 1918.

2 “Distinguished Service Cross Recipients, World War I, 1917-1918.” Valor.Defense.gov, March
29, 2013.

1 “Dexter Tells Of Desperate Engagement.” The Hartford Courant, 9 Jan. 1931, pp. 24–24
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agile.4 To maintain good stamina and agility, “they generally had a sidearm, a haversack, and a

canteen,” says Doran Cart of the National WW1 Museum and Memorial.5 Their journeys could

be hundreds of yards, or in some cases, miles. Most of the time while delivering a message they

were open to enemy fire.6 This is why a runner's job was so dangerous.   It was just a matter of

time before they were killed or wounded.  In addition, they had to be incredible map readers, and

had to be able to guide new soldiers to their battalions position.  These messengers risked their

lives to ensure critical information got through within their respective armies.  Runners in the

First World War bridged the gap between old and modern forms of war communication.

World War I was fought between the Allies (the United States, Great Britain, Russia,

Italy, Japan) and the Central Powers (Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Turkey).7 Tensions had

been brewing between European countries, but ultimately the war started because Archduke

Franz Ferdinand was murdered.  The soon to be Austrian leader was killed by a Serbian political

group called the Black Hand.8 After the killing, European countries started declaring war on

each other at will, starting one of the most devastating and destructive wars ever.  World War I

ended as the most deadly war up to that point.  One main reason so many died needlessly is

because commanders did not adapt to new war technology fast enough.9 They kept using the

9 McLean, A. Torrey. “WWI: Technology and the Weapons of War.” NCpedia, State Library Of
North Carolina, May 1, 1993, www.ncpedia.org/wwi-technology-and-weapons-war.

8 The Week Staff. “How the First World War Began.” The Week UK, Dennis Publishing Limited,
29 Jan. 2020.

7 Royde-Smith, John Graham. “World War I.” Encyclopædia Britannica, Encyclopædia
Britannica, Inc., November 2, 2020, www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I.

6 Waxman, Olivia B. “The True History Behind the Movie '1917'.” Time, Time, December 24,
2019.

5 Ibid

4 Kiger, Patrick  J. “World War I Runners Faced Perilous But Critical Mission of Carrying
Messages.” History.com, A&E Television Networks, 22 Jan. 2020,
www.history.com/news/world-war-i-runners-1917.
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same tactics they had used in the 1800s, and the longer they held onto them, the more people

died.  These tactics did not work anymore because new and more deadly weapons had been

developed.  Though the technology of weapons had developed, modern communication was in

its early stages when the war began.

In 1914, when the war started, communication such as radios, telephones, and telegraphs

were relatively new.  A little too new, and they had problems.  Telephone and telegraph cables

would break very often, mostly due to artillery fire.10 Radios were brand new, the first radio

signal had just been sent and received by Gugielmo Marconi 1895.11 In addition, they were

heavy, fragile, and expensive.  Also, radio transmissions could be intercepted.  The Germans

attempted this often, and were successful at times.12 Telephones proved to be the best means of

communication, but they were not the most reliable. Even when the telephones were up and

running the voices that came through the phone were often full of static.  The Phonetic Alphabet

was created and used as a more concise way to communicate over the telephone.  This helped

prevent miscommunication.13 However, the sounds of battle still prevented a smooth

transmission.  So overall, higher ranking officers were not confident enough to put their full trust

into modern technologies.

13 National Museum of the Marine Corps.

12 Tworek, Heidi J.S. “Wireless Telegraphy.” 1914 - 1918 Online, Freie Universität, October 8,
2014, encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/wireless_telegraphy.?scrlybrkr=ce48c169.

11 “National Inventors Hall of Fame Inductee Guglielmo Marconi and the Radio.” National
Inventors Hall of Fame, National Inventors Hall of Fame,
www.invent.org/inductees/guglielmo-marconi.

10 “War Communication during WWI.” National Museum of the Marine Corps , National
Museum of the Marine Corps.
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The most vital messages were entrusted to human runners.  Other important messages

were sent in code via the telegraph.  However, in a situation where lives could be lost, human

messengers were sent,14 they were just more reliable.15 Sometimes they delivered basic messages

by running through the trenches, so they were not dodging bullets all the time.  An example

comes from J.F. Oakleaf’s notes on the Operations at the Hindenburg Lines while working with

New York’s 108th Infantry.16 “Runners were sent out to inform the Commanding Officer of the

Support (1st) Battalion to take position.”17 To deliver messages like this, runners simply needed

to run through the long and winding trenches (instead of being completely vulnerable to enemy

fire).  Communication in the Great War was in a renaissance, so exciting technological advances

were being made.  Even so,  the runner was still needed in several instances during this war

because he could be relied upon while the new technology might fail.

When runners did not have any duties they would stay in the trenches with everyone else.

The conditions were terrible.  Gilbert Williams, who fought for the ⅙ Seaforth Highlanders,18

describes the “revelation” of the trenches.  “...now that the trenches have crumpled one is

constantly seeing the bones of men’s legs or their boots, or skulls sticking out from the sides of

18 “Unit History: Seaforth Highlanders.” Seaforth Highlanders - Regiment History, War and
Military Records and Archives, Clever Digit Media Limited,
www.forces-war-records.co.uk/units/230/seaforth-highlanders/.

17 Oakleaf, J.F. “Report On Hindenburg Line Operations .” World War I Document Archive,
Brigham Young University Library, 29 Oct. 1918.

16 “108th Infantry Regiment World War One.” 108th NY Infantry Regiment during World War
One - NY Military Museum and Veterans Research Center, New York State Division of Military
and Naval Affairs: Military History, March 26, 2010,
dmna.ny.gov/historic/reghist/wwi/infantry/108thInf/108thInfMain.htm.

15 Kiger.

14 Sergeant McClintock, Alexander. “Wounded In Action.” The Chronicle-Telegram, 6 June
1918, pp. 5–5.
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the trenches, pleasant, eh?”19 Plus, these soldiers could develop trench foot from standing in rain

water that filled up the trenches.  This was a terrible disease in which the flesh on your feet starts

to fall off, and then their feet could get infected.20 The conditions in World War I were some of

the worst that war has ever seen.

Runners would take these messages anywhere they were ordered.  Most of the time they

would have to run across No Man’s Land.  No Man’s Land was the area in between enemy

trenches, and it could vary from yards to miles. This area was open to sniper shots, and heavy

artillery fire21 (see the terrain runners ran across in Appendix A).  The risk was so high that if the

message had to be taken a long way two messengers were sent out.  Sometimes, runners had the

luxury to use a motorbike or horse instead of their legs.  One runner, George Fletcher, was given

a motorbike to use, but, strangely, he hated it so much that he pushed it alongside himself instead

of using it.22 Motorbikes were relatively new, expensive, and often broke down.  So, generals

still depended on foot runners in tough situations, even though they were slow and could be

killed or wounded.  Sometimes, they would even run into enemy lines by accident.23 That just

shows how desperate these generals were during this war.  All other communications were

unreliable, so they had to send a runner.

23 Churchill.
22 Ibid

21 Waxman, Olivia B. “The True History Behind the Movie '1917'.” Time, Time, December 24,
2019.

20 “Trench Foot or Immersion Foot|Natural Disasters and Severe Weather.” Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 8 Sept. 2005,
www.cdc.gov/disasters/trenchfoot.html.

19 “Letters from the First World War, 1916 - 18.” UK National Archives, UK National Archives,
www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/education/letters-from-the-first-world-war-1916-1918-
3-trenches.pdf.
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These foot messengers were some of the bravest soldiers there have ever been.  One

American runner, Dave Farris, had to run through enemy barrages to deliver his message.  Once

he got back he had to find his battalion, and they had launched an attack.24 In another instance,

French soldier Ferdinand Marche showed incredible heroism when he worked as a runner.   At

Verdun, Marche was sent to warn a front-line regimen of a German assault.  He was mortally

wounded on the way.  Before he died he crawled into a crossroads, and then he held one of his

arms up in the air with the message he was delivering in it.  A second runner came along and saw

Marche’s message and took it the rest of the way.  The runner informed the French military of

this heroic act, and they built a statue of Marche in his home town Bully-Les-Mines.25

Bully-Les-Mines is a small mining town in France. The statue depicts him laying down with his

arm hoisted in the air (see in Appendix B).

Many of these runners won awards for their difficult duties.  For example,  Austrian

Imperial Force soldier Richmond Edward Dunn received a military medal for his work as a

runner near Pozières in August 1916.26 Also, before Adolf Hitler became the dictatorial leader of

Germany, the Austrian native was a decorated World War I runner,27 embittered by Germany’s

humiliating defeat.

Even though runners usually held lower ranks in the army, they were respected for the

important work that they did.  One example of this is when General Douglas MacArthur carried

27 Churchill.

26 “Private Richmond Edward Dunn.” The Australian War Memorial, The Australian War
Memorial, https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/P11012168.

25 Associated Press. “Memorial Honors World War Runner Who Sacrificed.” York Daily Record,
19 Nov. 1926, pp. 19–19.

24 Watson, Judy. “World War I Experiences of the Lone Star Division.” National Archives and
Records Administration, National Archives and Records Administration, 24 Apr. 2018,
text-message.blogs.archives.gov/2018/04/24/world-war-i-experiences-of-the-lone-star-division/.
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runner Captain Marlon Whitmore’s pack.  Cpt. Whitmore yelled back down the line “Bring along

my pack there.”  He thought he gave orders to a private, but when he turned around to grab

something out of his bag he saw General MacArthur.28 This shows that the runners job was very

important, so much so that even high ranking officers would drop everything to help them.

MacArthur eventually became the Army’s Chief of Staff in 1930, and he was the most decorated

American soldier of The Great War.29 Sergeant Ulric Walsh stated in a letter home from his

hospital bed that runners were picked from the most “stout hearted” men.  “… but all fade into

insignificance when compared to the deeds of the messenger of modern warfare – the runner.”30

Sergeant Walsh’s words really put into perspective how much was asked of a runner.  If you were

a soldier in World War I you would not want to be called upon to be a runner.

Elton E. Mackin was a runner in World War One.  Mackin was in the U.S Marine Corps

during the Great War.  He enlisted in 1917, and trained at Parris Island, South Carolina.  Then, he

was sent to Europe, and served as a battalion runner.31 In Mackin’s book, Suddenly We Did Not

Want To Die, Mackin describes the moment when he was offered the job of a runner.  He was

summoned to the Sergeant Major’s office.  He asked Mackin to perform the job of a runner.

Mackin wished he could say no, but he did not want to show the Sergeant Major that he was

31 “Corporal Elton Mackin: WWI 5th Marine Regiment, Interview 1973.” Rutherford B. Hayes
Presidential Library and Museums, Presidio Press, 1993,
www.rbhayes.org/research/corporal-elton-mackin-wwi-5th-marine-regiment-interview-1973/.

30 Moore, Sophie. “WW1 Digger Hails Heroic ‘Stout-Hearted Runners in 1917 Letter.”
The New Daily, January 11.

29 “MacArthur: Three Generations.” PBS, Public Broadcasting Service,
www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/macarthur-three-generations/.

28 Associated Press. “General MacArthur Carries Pack For A World War Runner.” The Oshkosh
Northwestern, 12 Aug. 1930, pp. 4–4.
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scared.  Mackin described runners as the “Suicide Squad.”32 “A fellow didn’t have to take a

runner job,” he said.33 However, he was determined to not show his nerves.  “A runner didn’t

have a chance,” said Mackin.34 Another reason Mackin didn’t want to have this job is because

he’d heard stories of runners never coming back once being sent out to deliver a message.  He

and the other three runners he was delivering with traveled along the bed of the trenches during

the day, and a trampled path at night.  They delivered the message.35 A newspaper

acknowledged Mackin saying that he showed extreme heroism while serving with the 5th

Regiment of the U.S Marine Corps on October 4, 1918.  He carried these messages near

Blanemount, France.36 Incredibly, Mackin survived the war despite being a foot messenger for

the majority of it.  Mackin went through a lot (like many others), and  took pride in being a

runner.37

World War I officially ended November 11, 1918.  Early that morning, the Germans

agreed upon an armistice that took away much of their power.38 The day before, Germany’s

leader, Kaiser Wilhelm II, abdicated his throne essentially ending the First World War.39

39 Ibid

38 “Nov. 11, 1918.” National WWI Museum and Memorial, National WWI Museum and
Memorial, 5 Sept. 2019, www.theworldwar.org/learn/armistice.

37 Mackin.

36 Associated Press. “Lieutenant Kelly, Private Mackin and Lieutenant Bernheimer New York
Men Named
by Gen. Pershing.” New-York Tribune, 12 Jan. 1919, pp. 14–14.

35 Ibid
34 Ibid
33 Ibid

32 Mackin, Elton E., et al. Suddenly We Didn't Want to Die: Memoirs of a World War I Marine.
The Easton Press, 2015.
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November 11 is now known as Armistice Day or Remembrance Day.  On this day, people honor

the soldiers who fought in the war.40

The end of World War One also marked the end of the foot runner era.  In World War II

runners were used very minimally.  By then, modern forms of communication had developed

enough, so foot messengers were only needed in the most dire of conditions.  If they were used

they usually did not travel by foot, and they would use a car or horse instead.41 Even though it

was a different war with new technology the job of being a runner was just as dangerous.

Runners in the First World War were needed because modern forms of communication

(such as telephones and radios) were too young and too flawed.  These brave men did everything

in their power to get messages across in a very chaotic, and deadly war.  Without runners many

more soldiers would have been killed during the Great War.  Runners In World War I were the

transition piece between old and modern forms of war communication.  These men sacrificed

their lives to save other soldiers.

41 Dennis Jr., Rickey  Ciapha. “Arthur Ellis Recalls Assignment as Runner during World War II.”
Post and Courier, The Post and Courier, August 13, 2020,.

40 Ibid
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Appendix A

This photo depicts two foot messengers arriving at Fort Vaux (France) to deliver messages.  As

you can see, these runners ran across an open area which looks as if it has been under heavy

enemy fire.  Credit: Universal Images Group.
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Appendix B

This photo depicts the statue of Ferdinand Marche, message in hand.  The statue is located in a

war memorial in Marche’s hometown Bully-Les-Mines, France.  Credit: Traces of War
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