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‘I WANT TO SEE MY BOYS ADVANCING’
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Capt. W.G Warden.





These words were spoken by Gloucester-born Captain Walter Warden (above), of the 8th Somerset Light Infantry, as he lay dying on the Somme battlefield on the morning of 1 July 1916, after leading his battalion into action. His sentiments encapsulate the sense of duty, honour and courage shown by the British army on the bloodiest day in its history.
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1 July 1916. The Attack.





(Maps compiled by Customised Mapping, Barnstaple)




PREFACE


Much has been written about the loss of youth, innocence and a significant percentage of an entire generation during the First World War, and this is personified in the two individuals included on this page. The death of Bristol-born 2nd Lt David Logan, of the 2nd Border Regiment, on 1 July 1916, was all the more tragic due to his tender years. On his seventeenth birthday – 4 August 1914 – war was declared on Germany, and he soon enlisted into the army, proceeding to France in May 1916. His conduct in battle was noted by his Platoon Sergeant, who later wrote to the officer’s father:





Your son was very young, the youngest in the battalion. We all liked him, he was a good and brave young officer, cool and collected under fire. The day before he was shot, he and some of his men were buried by the explosion of a 5.9 shell. On the morning of the attack, I said to him, ‘Shall I stand near you, sir?’ He said, ‘Your place is on the left of the platoon, mine is on the right’. Your son would not allow any one to go in front of him, but went first into the [German] dug-outs.





The Wellington College Archives, which very kindly supplied the above information and photograph (next page) added: ‘He was killed as the regiment was advancing from the first to the second line.’


On 27 August 1916, Lt Cyril Winterbotham was one of four officers and a number of men in the ranks of the 1/5th Glosters to lose their lives during a ‘successful’ raid on German trenches. The twenty-nine-year-old officer, a native of Cheltenham, also had links with Stroud, and had previously written a poem entitled ‘The Cross of Wood’, the third and fourth verses of which are published overleaf, along with an image of Lt Winterbotham himself. After studying Law at Oxford, he was commissioned in September 1914, and died near Mouquet Farm, Ovillers-la-Boisselle, less than halfway through the Somme Offensive.


‘The Cross of Wood’ was first published privately in 1917, in a book entitled simply Poems, and was later included in The Fierce Light: The Battle of the Somme, July – November 1916 (edited and introduced by Anne Powell: republished by Suttons, October 2006.) It was even read by Sir Harry Secombe on the television programme Songs of Praise, and the ‘cross of bronze’ referred to is the Victoria Cross, the world’s most distinguished gallantry medal. By coincidence, it was reported that Gloucester-born Pte Charles Bird, who was killed in the attack, would have been recommended for a VC had any witnesses survived, as it was believed he had acted with immense bravery. A sketch of the ‘Cross of Wood’, which marked the final resting place of these men from the 1/5th Glosters, later appeared in the Cheltenham Chronicle and Gloucestershire Graphic – the ultimate irony considering Lt Winterbotham’s prose:
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Lt C.W. Winterbotham.
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2nd Lt D.H.H. Logan.





Not now for you the glorious return


To steep Stroud valleys, to the Severn leas


By Tewkesbury and Gloucester, or the trees


Of Cheltenham under high Cotswold stem





For you no medals such as others wear


A cross of bronze for those approved brave


To you is given, above a shallow grave,


The Wooden Cross that marks you resting there










INTRODUCTION


I can never quite pinpoint when my fascination with – and horror of – the First World War began, but it must have been during my time at Minchinhampton Primary School, near Stroud, in the 1970s. I would wait for the bus next to the War Memorial in the Market Square, and how I wish I had made the effort to visit veterans of that dreadful conflict, who no doubt lived in the town or nearby, asking them questions for an educational project or the like. Moving on to secondary education in Stroud, my interest in military history had not diminished, even if my enthusiasm for sitting behind a desk had waned considerably. One such event still sticks in my mind: on a gloomy November day, when the slightly eccentric but highly likeable English teacher, Mr Campbell, decided to set aside the normal curriculum to tell us all about the first day of the Battle of the Somme – 1 July 1916. He possessed a powerful and dramatic voice, coupled with a knack of story-telling which was put to a variety of uses during his career, and he managed to draw the attention of even the most committed rebels, who had previously been slumped at the back of the classroom gazing out of the window.


Mr Campbell implored us to recall the recently taken school photograph, which recorded for posterity the 800 or so teachers and pupils who were present on one particular day during 1980. This initially raised a few smirks, as some in the room had partaken in the usual mischief of disrupting the supposedly solemn occasion by throwing pieces of paper in the air at the moment of being blinked into permanence, as well as adopting bizarre hairstyles, teenage snarls and general non-conformity. The frivolity was duly noted. We were then told, in solemn tones, how 20,000 young men had lost their lives in just one day of a war which lasted over four years. The smirking stopped. Seeming close to tears, Mr Campbell suggested we imagined the 800 individuals of the photo dressed in army uniforms, waiting to receive orders to be sent abroad to the Front. He reminded us of the Pals battalions of 1914 – made up of approximately 800 men each – youngsters who had grown up together, gone to school together, played in the same football teams and joined up so patriotically when war was declared. These same men trained as one, went off to fight, and in a few horrific hours on the morning of 1 July 1916, went ‘over the top’ together and were slaughtered in their thousands.


I do not think I have ever been so stunned by a piece of history before or since. There was silence in that classroom. Sixty-six years earlier pupils and former pupils of the same school had no doubt been stirred into enlisting by impassioned speeches about their King and Country, fighting for freedom and moral right. (One would receive the coveted Victoria Cross as the Somme campaign reached its bloody conclusion. Cainscross-born Capt. Paul Bennett, of the Worcestershire Regiment, led his small party of men through a devastating fire and consolidated the position at Le Transloy on 5 November 1916, despite being wounded. He was christened in his local church on 1 July 1892, exactly twenty-four years before the British Army’s blackest day.)


One of the most well-documented and tragic stories of the opening day of the Somme Offensive was the fate of the Accrington Pals from that close-knit Lancashire town. Yet in its officer ranks was a native of Gloucestershire, whose father was the headmaster of a county school. It has to be wondered whether the latter was asked to rally his local residents by standing up in public and calling for volunteers to join Kitchener’s Army, accompanied by the famous ‘Your Country Needs You’ recruiting posters: this was a call which led thousands of young men to enlist nationwide.


Mr Campbell’s spellbinding oratory transcended the years, but we had the awful truth of hindsight on our side. Would we have enlisted so enthusiastically, knowing what we know now? It is an impossible question to answer, but one which plagued us all as we trooped off to another lesson – an insignificant, instantly forgettable destination which did not matter one jot on that peculiar day in November 1980. So why do I remember it so vividly? How many of my contemporaries can recall its impact, if indeed there was any impact for them at all? Maybe, subconsciously, I resolved to do something about it when the opportunity arose, to tell a story – a true story – focusing upon the individuals from place-names I know well. I would hold them up not as deities, but as normal human beings who were thrust by time, fate and circumstance into lining up in the front line trenches in one place, on one day, of one month, of one year.


RESEARCHING GLOUCESTERSHIRE’S FALLEN



In July 1916, as the Somme Offensive raged across the English Channel, the Dean Forest Guardian published the following article:





Who are these men who are doing such wondrous exploits, who are thus immortalising themselves? Not seasoned and hardened veterans, not men who have long experienced the exactions of military life, or taken an active part in military operations. On the contrary, less than two years since many of them, perhaps most of them, had scarcely ever handled a rifle or fixed a bayonet…They were in name and in fact civilians… Less than two years ago they were teachers in elementary or secondary schools, or clerks in commercial or other offices, or working on the railways, or in the mines or factories, or on the land. They had little or no knowledge of a soldier’s life…





It has to be remembered that on 1 July 1916 there was not one conscript in a British uniform – all had joined up voluntarily. One wounded officer who took part in the initial attack spoke to the Press upon his arrival back in the UK, and the Gloucester Citizen was one of the newspapers which published his words:





There never has been a finer spirit shown. I don’t speak of my battalion only. Ask any officer. Every one I have spoken to had exactly the same experience. Our men are not bullet-proof. When they enter a zone of living fire they get hit. But till they get knocked out they baulk at nothing – no prospect can check them. They are as brave as mortal men can be, their morale is perfect, and the level of their spirit could not possibly be better.





When I first compiled the list of the men from Gloucestershire who fell on 1 July 1916, it was necessary to establish the southern boundary and address the question of whether North Bristol should be included. The urban conglomeration of today is very much an entity in itself – the City and County of Bristol – yet in the 1880s and 1890s, when the vast majority of the soldiers included in this book were born, much of the region which has now been swallowed up by the sprawl of Bristol was, in fact, very much part of rural Gloucestershire. Therefore, I decided to use the river Avon – which cuts through the city centre – as the ‘dividing line’ where Somerset begins, and I hope I do not offend too many staunch Bristolians by referring to residents living to the north of the Avon as hailing from Gloucestershire! The rest of the county borders have barely changed in hundreds of years, apart from the occasional village which has been claimed by one of its neighbouring regions over the centuries.


In 1921 the War Office published a monumental piece of research listing all of the 703,000 officers and men of the British army who died on active service between 4 August 1914 and 1921. (Beyond the Armistice of 11 November 1918, British servicemen were still required for duties in Russia supporting the anti-Bolsheviks, or with the Army of Occupation in the Rhineland.) The eighty-one printed volumes were catalogued alphabetically, by regiment, and a search for one individual whose unit was not known became a virtual impossibility until The Naval & Military Press produced the hugely impressive Soldiers Died In The Great War (SDGW) CD-Rom in the computer age, enabling a wealth of information to become available in a matter of seconds. If all of the data is present for a casualty who was not an officer (invariably seen in War Diaries as Other Rank – OR), then the following detail can be ascertained: surname, Christian name(s), rank, service number, regiment, battalion, place of birth, enlistment and residence at the time of joining up, date of death, nature of death (killed in action, died of wounds, etc.), Theatre of War (Balkans, Gallipoli, etc.), and the provision for supplementary notes such as previous regiment, gallantry award, etc. It is therefore possible to type in a specific date of death – 1 July 1916 in the case of this book – and bring up all of the individuals who died on this day in the Theatre of War sub-titled ‘France & Flanders’ (Western Front). All of the fallen soldiers who had a birth or residential connection with Gloucestershire or North Bristol were then collated, and it is interesting to note that even some of those who were born in the heart of Bristol – in areas such as St Paul’s or Clifton – sometimes had the suffix ‘Glos.’ next to their entry.


The Officers Died In The Great War (ODGW) is on the same CD-Rom, but contains no personal background references along the lines of birthplace or an address which specifies a connection to a particular county. This category proved the more challenging, as it was then necessary to consult the Commonwealth War Graves Commission’s (CWGC) Debt of Honour Register, which lists the site of burial or commemoration for each one of the British and Empire soldiers, sailors and airmen who lost their lives during the conflict. Some of those listed are accompanied by details of an individual’s next of kin, but another factor to be considered here is that this data was compiled during the 1920s, and therefore refers to locations relevant to several years after the end of the conflict rather than when an individual actually died. A number of war widows had remarried when the CWGC contacted them, whilst some had relocated to other parts of the country, as had other family members. A proportion of servicemen who are to be found within the CWGC have no genealogical or geographical references, which leads to the assumption that, in the case of officers, a few whose links to Gloucestershire were not established during the research of local newspapers, schools, colleges or in the CWGC, have been inevitably – and regrettably – omitted.


It is also prudent to mention that the first Casualty Rolls – ODGW, SDGW and CWGC – were compiled by hand, in ink, from official military records which varied widely in legibility, and therefore some of the data is erroneous, despite the best efforts of all concerned. As we shall see, in the week leading up to the 1 July attack a number of casualties were possibly (or definitely) attributed dates of death which did not tally with the Battalion War Diaries – accounts which were written by eyewitnesses ‘in the field’ as events unfolded and are thus more reliable – and the general spelling of names and places of origin on enlistment forms is also open to interpretation.


The National Archives in Kew contain millions of original documents from the First World War, and these were an invaluable source to consult. Only a small proportion (25–30 per cent) of service papers relating to men in the ranks who served between 1914 and 1918 survived the Blitz in 1940, when the factory which housed them received a direct hit. Officers’ equivalents fared a little better (and usually contain more information than the ORs’), so along with the Battalion War Diaries (mentioned previously), local newspaper archives and the vast amount of information on the Internet, it slowly became possible to build up a true and accurate picture of the fate of men from Gloucestershire and North Bristol between 24 June and 1 July 1916. It became quite an emotional journey, and I felt a strange connection with their plight, experiencing a kind of historical foreboding as each life story unravelled before my eyes, knowing where, for most of them, that journey would end. In mid-July 1916, the Stroud News commented:





In the Stroud district many homes are in mourning. In such a war as this it is inevitable that death should reap a great harvest. But in every home – in every house and every cottage from which a brave man has gone never to return – there is the same brave recognition of the necessity of the sacrifice, and the same unwavering faith in the cause for which these gallant men have yielded their lives.





Just how great that sacrifice would be could not have been known at the time, and reports like these have given the event an added poignancy that has lasted throughout the twentieth century and beyond.










1


THE WESTERN FRONT


(AUGUST 1914–JUNE 1916)


With the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo at the end of June 1914, a series of long-standing treaties, alliances, feuds and rivalries brought much of Europe to the brink of conflict. The Germans had set their sights on capturing the French capital, Paris, and to do so they invaded neutral Belgium to bypass the strong defences on the Franco-German border. This act, at the beginning of August, led to Britain and her Empire declaring war on Kaiser Wilhelm – Queen Victoria’s grandson – soon afterwards. Plans were swiftly put in place for the deployment of the British Expeditionary Force. Compared to the millions on the march across mainland Europe, the BEF was small, numbering about 100,000, yet it was thoroughly professional, well disciplined and trained to a very high standard. Most county regiments consisted of two battalions, with one based in the UK and the other generally overseas; the latter were recalled at once, although some took several weeks to reach Britain. Amongst those that were ready to go immediately was the 1st Battalion of the Gloucestershire Regiment and the 1st Somerset Light Infantry, crossing the Channel in mid-August to be received with great jubilation by the French people.


The BEF moved up into Belgium and engaged the enemy in strength on 23 August, but the Germans’ superior numbers pushed the British, French and Belgian armies back towards Paris until, in September, the Allies finally checked the advance before successfully driving the invaders back northwards. A ‘Race for the Sea’ then ensued, with each side trying to outflank the other in order to secure the vital Channel ports, and a major battle was fought at Ypres in Belgium throughout October and into November, with the British bearing the brunt of the assault, which was only held back by some desperate fighting combined with outstanding bravery. As winter closed in and a stalemate began, the soldiers dug trenches to sit out the freezing months before hostilities could resume again in earnest the following spring. Thus a chilling line of fortifications soon stretched from the North Sea to the border of Switzerland, cutting through Belgium and vast acres of France to become known as the Western Front. Most significantly, the Germans held the higher ground almost everywhere, allowing them to establish tactically superior observation posts for their artillery as well as creating intricate systems of defences. From hastily crafted holes in the ground during the autumn of 1914 which offered scant protection from enemy bullets and bombs, the trenches became an elaborate art form in their own right, and images of soldiers suffering in their squalor are among the most enduring of the First World War. An anonymous former pupil of Wycliffe College in Stonehouse sent the following description to the college magazine as the conflict was unfolding:





Do you realise what a trench is like? It is a little lane just broad enough to walk along. On each side a wall of earth some seven or eight feet high, overhead a narrow view of the sky, and under foot – mud. Just greasy, sticky mud. Not the kind that you get at home on a wet day. In the trenches it develops into a species that I cannot describe to you. It pulls the boots from the feet. It tears the ankles. Five minutes’ walk in the open takes an hour in a trench like this.1





By Christmas 1914 the BEF had virtually been wiped out, with a large percentage killed, wounded or taken prisoner, leading to an urgent recruitment drive back in the UK. Many had stepped forward as soon as war was declared, and the volunteers swamped the enlistment offices as the months went on. The county regiments expanded to accommodate the new arrivals, setting up training camps across the country, and the Stroud News revealed:





Letters which relatives of recruits in the new army are receiving go to prove that the spirits of the men are excellent, and that they are generally enjoying their military experience. One and all speak of the long hours of arduous drilling day after day, but they seldom make a word of complaint… They could make a joke of sleeping on the floors of huts into which the rain had a vicious habit of invariably invading, of drilling on sodden ground ankle-deep in honest British mud. It was, perhaps, the best preparation for their coming acquaintance with the mud of Flanders, but it searched the stamina of many. And every man was eager to get through his training and join the fighting army across the Channel.





Yet the war was going badly for the Allies, and plans to break the deadlock when the weather improved in 1915 were established. The distance between the two opposing front lines varied enormously, but sometimes it was possible for a group of men in one to hear their opposite numbers talking or moving about in the other. Trenches were guarded by sandbags and endless barbed wire to prevent surprise enemy sorties across No Man’s Land, although there had to be carefully hidden gaps in the defences to enable the swift emergence and withdrawal of a similar expedition from their own positions. Sentries were posted at regular intervals, and snipers fired at anyone reckless enough to raise his head above the parapet. The trenches themselves zig-zagged rather than follow a straight course. This was intended to negate the effects of a bomb-blast; dug-outs, latrines, cooking stations and ammunition dumps had to be squeezed in wherever possible, and communication passageways snaked back towards the second and third lines which marked relative safety. Although trench mortars and artillery shells came over intermittently, the soldiers could, at least, take some measure of shelter from the bombardments. But the action feared by all was going ‘over the top’ in broad daylight. In a sector which was relatively static, the gruesome remains of fallen men lying in No Man’s Land often stayed out in the open for months, suffering the further indignities of the effects of exploding bombs, and it is little wonder so many individuals could not be recognised when their pitiful corpses were finally brought in for a proper interment. This grim fact was emphasised in a letter to the Bristol Times & Mirror written by Lt G.H. Gibbs of the South Midland Royal Engineers, and a former pupil of Clifton College:
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Somerset Light Infantry in training, c.1915. Many British troops trained at home before leaving for the front. The 8th Battalion, for example, was based at Witley Camp in Surrey during August 1915, before embarking for France the following month.





[image: images]


Somersets and Dorsets at their camp, c.1915. Almost all of them were Kitchener’s Men – new recruits who joined up at the outbreak of war. Both battalions suffered heavily on the Somme.





It is difficult to describe the state of things in the trenches and I feel sure the average person at home has no idea of what trench warfare is like. Graves and bodies are scattered all over the place. Men are buried in the trenches themselves, and along my mile of front there are dozens of known graves. You can see a little cross, built of timber resembling bad firewood, with the inscription ‘Here lies an unknown soldier. R.I.P.’ An old cap, torn and muddy, and as likely as not covered with mildew, or perhaps a bayonet, has been placed on the mound, and occasionally a flower.





Life in the trenches was marked by long periods of monotony followed by several moments of sheer terror. Each man, in his own way, tried to adapt to this new, almost primeval lifestyle, punctuated by all the horrors modern warfare could launch at them. J. Percy Marshall, an Old Wycliffian (OW) who served in the Royal Artillery, recalled:





…the hissing whistle which a trench shell makes in its ride through space comes as a warning, and after a little practice one can tell approximately whereabouts the shell will fall, and when it is coming…2
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An aerial view of a front line trench. The ground is covered with shell craters.
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British troops on the march. New recruits were trained in military ways by officers and experienced NCOs.





Lt Rex Bird, another OW, who joined the 12th Glosters as a Private before receiving a commission with the Wiltshires, wrote down his impressions of an artillery duel and sent them to his college magazine:


[image: images]


Marching to the trenches; ‘One felt their presence…always the steady tramp-tramp, tramp-tramp as they shouldered by, and they were always whistling.’





I was suddenly awakened by [British] shells screaming overhead. It was a real bombardment, and the Hun took it as such, for in three minutes his shells arrived, in five he was going strong, and in seven or eight the heavies joined in. I didn’t stay outside long, but sat in the opening (how can I call it a doorway?) of my dug-out, watching the fire caps of exploding shells bounding over, and the flying dirt and smoke. Suddenly, on the other side of the crater, a flash, a cloud of black smoke, and I lean behind the wall of sandbags as a blast of air hurls itself through the opening, fairly whistling through my hair, and a shower of earth follows it. Three times we had this little game…About 5:15 I went out, as only occasional shells came over, intending to go round the machine guns. As I was going round the crater, three whizz-bangs (so called because they whizz suddenly and then bang, unless they get very close, in which case they only bang – the first intimation of their arrival) came over…3





The British fought battles at Neuve Chapelle in March 1915, Ypres again in April and May, Aubers Ridge, and other skirmishes, but no breakthrough was forthcoming. In September a major offensive was launched at Loos, engaging many of the so-called ‘New Armies’ which comprised men who had joined up in the late summer and autumn of 1914, but it was another slaughter. Despite initial gains, when troops including those of the 10th Glosters punched a hole in the German lines, reserves were too far to the rear to be brought up in any significant number, and the isolated parties were pushed back or annihilated. Loos was a costly failure, with the casualty figures rising by tens of thousands, and the War Office statistics for 1915 reveal that over 280,000 British servicemen were officially classed as dead, wounded, missing or taken prisoner on the Western Front in that one year alone.


The Stroud News revealed in October 1915 that:
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Soldiers of the 8th Battalion, Somerset Light Infantry. When it was formed in Taunton during October 1914 many local men joined its ranks. Colston Hall in Bristol was also a recruiting office, leading to a significant number of Bristolians enlisting from both sides of the river Avon.





Evidence of the inevitable wane of the voluntary recruiting boom was forthcoming when, after a largely attended recruiting meeting held outside the George Hotel, Stroud, at which the Band of the 1st Gloucesters played selections of music, one man – an old soldier – stepped out of the crowd and offered himself amid cheers.





The same month saw the introduction of Lord Derby’s scheme, whereby men of military age (eighteen to forty-one) were compelled to register themselves for compulsory service in the armed forces should they be called forward. This was the first step towards conscription, which became law in March 1916, yet none of these individuals would be in the ranks in time for 1 July 1916. As the new year dawned, it was proposed that a mighty Franco-British assault on the Western Front would obliterate the Germans once and for all, so new plans were drawn up accordingly. After the failure at Loos, Gen. Sir John French was removed from his position as Commander-in-Chief of the BEF and replaced by Gen. Sir Douglas Haig. But his plan to methodically build up to an all-out attack in the summer of 1916 was dashed almost immediately when the Germans launched their own offensive on the French at Verdun in February 1916, pouring thousands of men into the fray. The ancient walled city was defended with equal fanaticism and became a symbol of Gallic pride, leading to horrendous losses on both sides. Haig was informed that Verdun could not hold out indefinitely, and a strike at the Germans elsewhere on the Western Front would relieve the pressure considerably for those upon whose soil the battles were being fought.


Haig was in a dilemma. Mindful of the psychological and military consequences of the French capitulating at Verdun, he was keen to assist in the most positive of manners. But at the same time he knew that his own armies, consisting mainly of untried and relatively untested troops, could not achieve the hammer blow he had originally forecast. The British had recently taken over a new sector of the line, almost due south of Ypres, well inside French territory with the town of Albert its new Headquarters. This area was bisected by the river Ancre, but it was only a tributary of a major waterway which never actually flowed through the allotted district of the BEF, although its name will forever be associated with carnage and suffering on an apocalyptic scale. That river was called the Somme.


THE PLAN



The main thrust of the attack was to fall into the hands of the recently formed British Fourth Army, under Gen. Sir Henry Rawlinson, who would send his massed infantry forward on either side of the Albert Bapaume Road, capturing vital German positions, stores and strong-points which had not budged for nearly two years. To the right of the Fourth Army, the French would advance simultaneously, although it would be on a much reduced scale due to the endeavours and manpower being concentrated at Verdun. Further to the north of the British front, beyond the Ancre, smaller objectives and gains were to be consolidated in support of the primary assault, whilst a ‘diversion’ was intended for Gommecourt, which was the responsibility of the Third Army. Here, the line ‘bulged’ outwards towards the British into No Man’s Land, and had been heavily fortified by the Germans as a consequence. By engaging the enemy and hopefully taking the position, it was intended as a useful method of preventing the Kaiser’s men from being sent south to assist their comrades battling to resist the onslaught around Albert.


At Verdun, the Germans had pounded French front line trenches with artillery shells before the infantry rushed to occupy them; this had proved a largely successful ploy. Rawlinson decided he would do the same on the Somme, setting specific targets of taking one line of the defences at a time before moving on to the next one, believing that his gunners could destroy everything in the path of the assault troops, who would simply have to walk across No Man’s Land and take the positions virtually unopposed. Cavalrymen were to be held in reserve, ready to exploit any gains along the Front. Yet one of the key failures of the 1 July advance was that of the Royal Artillery, and this will be focused upon shortly.


With the French on their knees at Verdun, the date of the British attack was set for 29 June, and even the hour of the initial advance was established – 7.30 a.m., a full three hours after dawn. This was at the request of the French, who believed artillery observation would be hampered by early morning mists, and they even asked for a later time, but Rawlinson would not concede. It is to be wondered how many of those in the know harboured grave doubts about this particular stipulation.


So, throughout the spring and into the early summer of 1916, thousands of British troops began arriving in the Somme sector. Their movements could not be screened from the Germans, who strengthened their own already formidable defences accordingly. The Official History of the Gloucestershire Regiment records how some of these were ‘extraordinarily powerful’, and that they possessed a strong second line system which was an average of between 3,000 and 5,000 yards behind the Front. There were often several stretches of deep trenches punctuated by bomb-proof shelters and numerous well-protected communication alleyways for the purposes of withdrawal. No Man’s Land was guarded by impenetrable wire entanglements, many of them consisting of two belts up to forty yards broad, interlaced with barbed coils ‘almost as thick as a man’s finger’. A salient in the forward-most positions turned into a self-contained fort in the event of an attack, and these themselves were often backed up by mine fields and concrete gun emplacements, so designed as to be able to direct fire upon their own trenches should the enemy succeed in getting that far. All-round clear observation was essential, and the entire network was described as ‘one composite system of enormous depth and strength’. It was also noted that, between the Somme and the Ancre, the British positions were below the enemy’s, so the configuration of the German movements behind their own front could only be carried out by the Royal Flying Corps or through precarious and rudimentary balloons.


Most of the British soldiers, however, were unaware of the sheer scale of the daunting task which confronted them. Capt. Lyndon Moore, of the RFA, told his former teachers at Wycliffe College early in 1916, ‘All are looking forward to the Spring and to the big offensive which is coming some day.’ One of his contemporaries, Lt Leslie Bomford, added, ‘Everybody here is confident that the push will fairly wipe out the Huns.’ Lt J.P. Lakeman, a fellow OW, commented, ‘This country reminds me very much of Stonehouse, being hilly and wooded to a great extent. In fact it would be a delightful place to live if it was not for the perpetual thunderstorm in its midst.’4


Many servicemen drew a parallel between whichever part of the UK they came from and the fields of northern France, but the Somme countryside had a few subtle differences which would bring about tragic consequences. Beneath the soil on which the soldiers trod was a layer of chalk – a welcome substance from the clammy clay of Flanders which did not drain – but trenches dug in this composition left tell-tale white heaps wherever it was disturbed, and with the German observation posts on the slightly higher ground, the upturn in manual work could not go un-noticed.


Between the villages, the landscape was open apart from the clumps of trees or larger woods which would soon become hideous burial grounds for thousands of Allied troops, and the chalk elements ensured the ground rolled gently with few sharp contours. Hedges were non-existent, allowing agriculture to flourish. Yet from the point of view of a military preparing to repel an offensive, there was one over-riding factor which stood out above all others – the German machine-guns had numerous positions which possessed almost uninterrupted views of the assault which was about to be launched towards them, and the men who would inflict such grievous casualties on 1 July and beyond are worth focusing upon in a little more detail.
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