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Happy are those who died for the carnal earth,


Provided that it was in a just war.


Happy are those who died for a patch of ground.


Happy are those who died a solemn death.





Charles Péguy, Ève (1913)









FOREWORD


The Battle of the Somme lives on in the collective memory of Great Britain, Northern Ireland and the countries of the Commonwealth (Australia, Canada, New Zealand) as the most dramatic episode of the Great War. For it was at this moment that the mass armies entirely composed of volunteers levied in the conflict’s first wave of enthusiasm encountered the industrial warfare of the Western Front. Baptism of fire and baptism of blood! The battle’s first day – 1 July 1916 – remains notorious for the scale of human losses suffered by the British army, which were greater than on any other single day in its entire history. Many British citizens are familiar with the Battle of the Somme, particularly through the work of the war’s most famous writers – Wilfred Owen, Edmund Blunden and Robert Graves. Lasting four and a half months, it is above all seen as a monument to the tragedy, if not the futility, of the war – of all wars.


A very different interpretation is advanced by the British school of military historians. They tend to see the battle as the beginning of a true ‘learning curve’ that would lead the British army to play a prominent role in the victory in 1918. Yet the French are curiously unfamiliar with the Battle of the Somme, and this despite the substantial contribution of the French army, which suffered around 20 per cent of all losses. Overshadowed by the Battle of Verdun, to which it was nevertheless intimately related, the Battle of the Somme (like that of Verdun for the British) occupies a marginal place in French national memory. It is as if each nation only has room for ‘its’ symbolic battle.


For the Germans, the Somme was at the time seen as a challenge: to defend the Reich’s outposts in enemy territory across the Rhine. While the battle continued to serve as a reference point in the interwar years, it was subsequently overshadowed by Verdun and the theme of Franco-German reconciliation. If the battlefields of the Somme are today a site of memory and pilgrimage, it is thus above all for the citizens of the United Kingdom and the former Dominions of the Commonwealth. More than ever, it is the accents of London, Glasgow, Toronto, Melbourne and many other distant cities that one hears in the cemeteries and taverns of Picardy, making it a little corner of the vast British world that existed at the time of the Great War.


This makes the present work – a clear and accessible presentation of the Battle of the Somme from the British point of view – all the more relevant. Without neglecting the soldiers’ experiences, it offers well-grounded judgements regarding the nature of the battle, its place in the war and the role of the high command. It exhibits an excellent mastery of the strategic and tactical aspects of the battle’s first day, and gives an idea of the dimensions of a struggle that was to continue until November 1916. It nicely situates Britain’s role in the battle (its subject) relative to that of France and Germany, and in doing so offers a view of the start of the Somme campaign that is more comprehensive than most other English-language studies, preoccupied as they are with ‘their’ battle.


The present work will help readers understand the importance of this battle for the United Kingdom and its Dominions as well as the traces it has left in politics, culture and memory. In the wake of the centenary year, Jean-Michel Steg’s book thus comes as a welcome addition. Thanks to it, readers will better grasp what was, after its fashion, the ‘British Verdun’ and more fully appreciate its status as the greatest battle of the conflict (at least in terms of casualties). Jean-Michel Steg has written a book that is as succinct as it is wise, one that goes straight to the heart of this terrible ordeal and the major place it continues to occupy, a century on, in the British world’s memory of the Great War.


John Horne,


Emeritus Fellow of Trinity College, Dublin,


11 November 2021









PREFACE


The centenary of the First World War has received frenzied coverage in the media. Is it any wonder? It is only now, a hundred years on, that the wounds left by this unprecedented trauma can be examined without provoking fresh pangs of memory, forcing one to rapidly halt the autopsy and cover everything in a protective and ultimately convenient shroud. As in the aftermath of the Shoah, the children of those who lived through this deeply traumatic experience were reluctant to question the taciturn survivors in their lifetimes.


It was only with their grandchildren and those who followed that it first became possible to reconstruct the hell through which their forefathers lived between 1914 and 1918.1


On a personal level, I spent several years immersed in studying the appalling casualties suffered by the French army at the very start of the hostilities. There is always something relevant to be learned, it seems to me, from studying the most extreme moments of a confrontation. This is particularly the case of spikes in mortality during the First World War, a conflict that was unprecedented in terms of its duration, extent and intensity. Such moments of extremity are not random statistical facts but rather result from the specific conjunction of major causes of death at a given time and place.


Those that came together, for example, on 22 August 1914. On this, the bloodiest day in French history, the tactics, organization and military culture that the French army had inherited from the eighteenth century collided head-on with the firepower of the enemy’s early twentieth-century weapons. On this day alone, more than 27,000 French soldiers were to die.


In a similar paroxysm of violence, on 1 July 1916 nearly 20,000 British and Dominion soldiers died in the space of just a few hours over a twenty-kilometre front stretching between Bapaume and Péronne, north of the river Somme. More soldiers were killed on that day than on any other in the entire history of the British army.


What does this moment teach us?


I began to look into this question after having attempted, in an earlier book, similarly to understand the events and significance of 22 August 1914.2 In carrying out this work, I relied upon my own resources, those of a part-time student at Paris’s École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales.


A belated part-time student but professional financier for more than thirty-five years, I was doubtless drawn to the subject of mass mortality partly because its study called upon some of my professional skills. It involved an effort to assign meaning to long series of numbers: how many dead? When? Where? In what way? How were the dead distributed by service, rank and professional, geographical and social origin?


As my work advanced, however, it was with some dismay that I found myself confronted with a simple reality, one that, in my naivety as a novice historian, I had not anticipated. Under the statistics of those killed were flesh-and-blood individuals. They are – or rather were – sons, brothers, husbands, fiancés and sometimes fathers. At a century’s distance, it seems to me, reading their accounts and those of their friends and family produces a sort of cumulative effect, resonating all the more deeply as one’s perception of the facts grows more detailed. Like the individual grains of a photograph – a metaphor that, rightly or wrongly, imposes itself upon the reader – each of them contributes to bringing their fate into ever sharper focus. In this way, a purely historical study of the facts is gradually supplemented by emotion and then memory.


For the purposes of my study and, later, as part of various projects, colloquia and commemorative programmes, I made multiple trips to a number of battlefields where, in the war’s first weeks, what was known as the ‘Battle of the Frontiers’ took place. On several occasions, in particular, I visited the battlefields surrounding the village of Rossignol, in the Belgian Ardennes. There, on 22 August 1914, French troops saw horribly bloody combat. The scenery there is in general rural and serene, especially in summertime. Though intense, the fighting there was short-lived, with the front immediately shifting to the south. In contrast to some zones of northeastern France, the area was thus not devastated by months and sometimes years of shelling and combat. On each visit, however, I was struck by how small these sites of mass death really are. To read regimental reports and survivors’ accounts is to imagine vast expanses. Once there, however, one finds oneself looking across fields and pastures no larger than a couple of football pitches. Instinctively and with sudden horror, one imagines the soldiers of the time moving forward amid the bodies of their already dead and wounded comrades. To this horror is added incomprehension: faced with the firepower of modern weapons, how could they hope to cross dozens of metres of exposed terrain? And yet they threw themselves into the assault, sometimes several times over.


I felt this same horror mixed with incomprehension the first time I visited the sites of the Battle of the Somme near Beaumont-Hamel. There, on 1 July 1916, hundreds of Newfoundland Regiment volunteers hurled themselves into an assault against German trenches located at the foot of a little hill held by British troops. By descending the side of the hill on foot, one’s eyes fixed on the curtain of trees where the German trenches were located less than two hundred metres below, one cannot help but feel a disagreeable feeling of quasi-nudity. There is no natural obstacle behind which to hide, even if one were to throw oneself to the ground, and the awareness dawns on one that one’s silhouette would have been perfectly outlined on the horizon for the defenders located on the opposite slope. In such circumstances, it would have been impossible, one tells oneself, to cross more than a few dozen metres under machine-gun fire. And this was indeed the case on that July morning.


Memory joins emotion by virtue of the fact that trips to the battlefields of the First World War nearly always include visits to the cemeteries that line them. Whereas the former are striking in point of their small size, the latter impress by their extent and (apparent) uniformity. Those who died on 22 August 1914, like those who died on 1 July 1916, are gathered together in cemeteries in which each gravestone bears a different name and distinct date of birth, but a single, uniform date of death. Whether at the Orée du Bois (‘Wood’s Edge’) cemetery in Rossignol, where the young French volunteers of the Colonial Corps lie,3 or that of Beaumont-Hamel, the last resting place of the Scottish and Newfoundlander4 volunteers of the Somme, it is the same, seeping sadness. Yet there is a fundamental difference between the two sites. One is almost completely absent from French collective memory; the other is essential to the way in which the British remember and commemorate the First World War.


In October 2013, I published a book revisiting the battles of August 1914 and, in particular, that of Rossignol. I was subsequently approached by the descendants of some of those who fought there that day. Some of them wished to supply (useful and necessary) information. Others were simply glad to discuss these terrible events – important components of their family history that, in contrast to the battles of the Marne, Verdun and Chemin des Dames, generally receive so little attention. Given the calendar and the forthcoming commemorations of the Great War, we agreed to meet up for the anniversary of the Battle of Rossignol. We soon realized, however, that in the legitimate avalanche of commemorations that began in summer 2014, nothing – absolutely nothing – had been done by anyone for the anniversary of the war’s bloodiest engagement, a day that was also the deadliest in all of French history. Thus, on 22 August 2014, a number of us – descendants of combatants with a keen interest in the war or people merely curious to know more – privately met at Rossignol to lay a few flowers and observe a moment of silence before the humble monument to the soldiers of the French Colonial Corps.


As I have had several opportunities to note, by contrast, it is impossible to travel the roads of the front line of the Somme between Bapaume and Péronne without encountering, whatever the time of year, a large number of anglophone visitors. Indeed, one need only glance at the bilingual window fronts of the local taverns and bars to form an idea of the important place that the Battle of the Somme occupies in the memory of the various parts of the British world.* The English, Scottish, Irish, Welsh, Orangemen of Ulster, Canadians, New Zealanders and even Bermudians (whose fate was particularly tragic on 1 July 1916)… each of the peoples of the United Kingdom and the Commonwealth actively recall the memory of their forefathers who (voluntarily, one must always remind oneself) came to Picardy to fight and die in 1916. Stelae, monuments, plaques and little museums recalling these various groups are everywhere to be found. At 7.30 in the morning every 1 July, thousands of visitors line up along the various stretches of the battlefield to sing ‘God Save the Queen’. Despite the apparent similarity of these episodes, the national collective memories of France and Britain operate in very different ways. The reason for this difference between neighbours and allies is an enigma that has dogged me since I began studying these questions. I must admit that I have been unable to find a single, fully satisfying explanation. Having lived in Great Britain for the past several years, I have been struck by the manner in which the British and French respectively recall and commemorate the First World War and its various episodes. Throughout 2016, discussions in the British media regarding the war’s onset thus focused on the role each party played in the outbreak of the conflict: who was responsible? Could the catastrophe have been avoided if one leader or another had behaved differently? These questions, it seemed to me, were only very occasionally raised in France. From the French point of view, things are simple: the war broke out when Germany decided to invade France and Belgium. Protected by their island status and the Royal Navy, the British could have chosen to stay out of the conflict. They did not do so.


This is a crucial fact in itself, a dramatic departure from the United Kingdom’s historical attitude vis-à-vis Continental Europe, the consequences of which may still be felt a hundred years later in the intense political debates regarding the country’s place in Europe.


Admittedly, the violation of Belgian neutrality – since 1830 guaranteed by Great Britain, France and Germany – constituted a major problem for Europe’s oldest constitutional state.5 It is also true that, since the restoration of the German Empire in 1871, political, economic, colonial and military (and particularly naval) rivalry with the Second Reich had only increased. It was far from obvious, however, that Britain would come to France’s aid, their recent and very informal Entente Cordiale notwithstanding. Over the course of the preceding millennium, Britain had suffered only one large-scale invasion – in 1066, from the Norman coast. In 1914, the French army and navy could still be seen as the essential hereditary enemy. Neither the joint expedition in the Crimea against the Russians in 1854 nor the happy years spent by the future Edward VII in Parisian salons of all types at the turn of the century had sufficed to erase this centuries-old Franco-British rivalry, which was often marked by open conflict. Twenty-six years later, in what was to become his most famous speech, Marshal Pétain thus sought to justify his submission to Nazi Germany as follows: ‘Frenchmen, you have a short memory…’6


Reflected in the immediate dispatch of the British Expeditionary Force to France in mid-August 1914, this dramatic change in relations between the French and British entered a new phase with the Battle of the Somme, which started on 1 July 1916.


On that day, a series of exceptional events came together: a major offensive was for the most part carried out by a British mass army rather than a contingent of professional soldiers (even if, at this stage, all were volunteers rather than conscripts). This offensive was not merely coordinated with the French army but rather conducted jointly with it. The decision to launch it had been taken in the course of an Allied conference held in the French town of Chantilly in December 1915. Its aim was to achieve a decisive breakthrough into the German lines, an objective that had not been reached in 1915. With the onset of the German offensive against Verdun in February 1916, relieving its French ally, now under strong pressure from the Germans, also became a priority of Britain’s war effort.


Finally, the battle’s first day was also to be the bloodiest in British military history. It is without historic precedent and (fortunately) remains unparalleled in terms of lethality.


It was the exceptional nature of the Battle of the Somme for British and French alike that caught my attention. I attempted to analyse it by recalling the facts but also by considering the major differences between the British and French memories of this same event.


There is a very English type of black humour to be found in the fact that the British army should have experienced the single bloodiest day in its history after launching an offensive partly designed to relieve a French army that had reached the point of exhaustion outside Verdun. France displayed relatively little gratitude for this sacrifice at the time and little has changed since then. In French memory, the heroic image of Verdun has eclipsed the other battles of the period. The absence of British bitterness – in the immediate post-war years as today – is all the more remarkable for that reason.


Although the meaning of the offensive remains ambiguous, the factual work of the contemporary historian is facilitated by an abundant bibliography on the subject, mainly in English. With regard to the archives, the usual military sources are complemented by a broad array of fascinating museum resources. In this connection, I would particularly like to mention the recently renovated Imperial War Museum in London and the outstanding Historial de Péronne, with its centre for historical research. Recommending that one visit both of these institutions does not relieve my debt towards them for the assistance they supplied. But it does allow me to steer those fascinated by the subject towards rich and enlightening encounters.





________________


* The word ‘Englishmen’ in the title is a translation of the French ‘Anglais’, and is simply a colloquial shorthand for English-speakers from all the nations of the United Kingdom, as well as from its Dominions.









INTRODUCTION


THE BLOODIEST DAY IN BRITISH HISTORY


On 1 July 1916, at 7.30 in the morning, twenty-six divisions of the British army launched an attack on German trenches along a twenty-five-kilometre front north of the river Somme and extending from the villages of Gommecourt (to the north) and Montauban-de-Picardie (to the south).


Their attack was preceded by a preliminary artillery bombardment, the duration (eight days) and intensity (more than 1.7 million shells fired by 1,400 guns massed behind the front line) of which was without precedent in the conflict. At the day’s end, nearly 60,000 British soldiers had been put out of action, including more than 20,000 dead. The majority were killed in the first minutes of the attack. Many others lay dying for hours in the ‘no man’s land’ that stretched for a few hundred metres between the positions of the two armies.


At the same time, eight divisions of the French Sixth and Tenth armies attacked towards the town of Péronne. Although the French troops initially enjoyed some success, the day was to end in strategic failure for them as well. Yet French casualties in the battle’s first day were significantly lower than those of their British allies, even when one takes into consideration the fact that the French force consisted of only one fifth as many troops.


In throwing themselves into battle, these men had a specific mission: to take successive control of the Germans’ first two lines and thereby create the possibility for a breakthrough by two divisions of cavalry waiting since dawn a few kilometres to the rear. Upon receiving the order, these cavalrymen were literally to advance swords drawn.


By nightfall, almost no British soldiers had reached the other side’s front line alive. In the rare cases where the attackers had here and there succeeded in taking control of a German trench, the survivors were immediately confronted with violent enemy bombardment followed by massive counter-attack. Exhausted and inadequately resupplied in human and material resources, they were in most cases killed, taken prisoner or forced to withdraw to positions that had been conquered with much difficulty just a few hours earlier. In both tactical and human terms, it was – and remains – the most catastrophic single day in all of British military history.


What was the context in which this offensive was conceived? What took place on the ground that day? What factors contributed to such a human catastrophe?


Did any of the parties make mistakes that could have – and should have – been avoided?


With a century’s hindsight, it is possible to offer something of a response to these questions. In attempting to do so, it will be particularly helpful to start by reconstructing – literally at ground level – the experience of the men who threw themselves into the attack on that day.









CHAPTER 1


THE ANNIHILATION OF THE NEWFOUNDLAND REGIMENT


1 JULY 1916: 8.45 A.M. OUTSIDE BEAUMONT-HAMEL (SOMME)


Crouching in reserve trenches 250 metres behind the British front line (itself 300 metres from the Germans’ advance trenches), the 800 men of the Newfoundland volunteer regiment had been waiting since dawn outside the ruins of the village of Beaumont-Hamel for the order to attack.


Up since dawn the previous day, the men arrived at their position before sunrise. The bombardment of the German lines had been under way for a week and was still in full swing. At 7.30 a.m. – that is, ten minutes before the time set for the start of the Allied assault – they were shaken by an explosion at what was known as Hawthorn Ridge, where over the preceding weeks British sappers had deposited eighteen tons of explosives in a mine dug under the north-west extremity of the German position.


Ten minutes later, the Irish soldiers of the 1st Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers and their Welsh counterparts from the 2nd South Wales Borderers left their front-line trenches at their officers’ whistle to attack the German positions, which were located slightly downhill from them at a distance of roughly 300 metres. Having been alerted by the mine’s explosion, however, the German defenders rapidly left their deep concrete shelters and were already at firing positions that had been prepared in advance.


Natives of Baden-Württemberg, the German soldiers of the 119th Reserve Regiment of the 29th Infantry Division had been stationed at this position for nearly twenty months. In contrast to the Allies, the German army only rarely rotated its troops from one part of the front to another. It was they who, in this relatively calm sector since the front became bogged down in the autumn of 1914, dug the deep concrete shelters that (mainly) protected them from the unremitting fire of British artillery. Above all, they had had the opportunity to reconnoitre each bit of no man’s land and establish precise firing coordinates for their machine-gun nests and trench artillery positions. It was also at this time that the German artillery, which had for a week been nearly silent in order to avoid giving away its specific location to the British, went into action behind the lines. Like their counterparts in the trenches, German gunners had long ago collected the firing coordinates that would allow them to concentrate their fire on no man’s land, the British departure trenches and the communication trenches that permitted supplies and reinforcements to be transported to the front.


As everywhere else on this day, the initial bombardment failed to destroy the Germans’ ability to defend their first line. Exposed in their slow advance over the bare soil of no man’s land as they made their way under shellfire between craters and masses of barbed wire, the attackers were annihilated by enemy fire.


Thirty minutes later, a second assault wave, consisting of the troops of the King’s Own Scottish Borderers, was launched. It met the same fate. Indeed, as anticipated by the plan of attack, the British battery fire had by then progressed beyond the German front lines. Decided in advance, the firing programme was based on the assumption that British troops would have already taken control of them by this time. In addition to protecting the soldiers from possible German counter-attack, it was also necessary to prevent them from falling victim to friendly fire. Some of the troops carried a large metal triangle on the back of their uniforms, which was supposed to help reconnaissance aircraft monitor their progress as they flew over the battlefield. Relieved that the bombardment had finally come to an end but filled with rage after having been subjected to it non-stop for a week, many German soldiers left their trenches and sat right down on the parapets. From there, they fired at the British soldiers as they left their starting trenches, their silhouettes outlined against the horizon like targets at a fairground shooting gallery. Insufficiently damaged by the bombardment, the barbed-wire entanglements once again slowed the British advance. Where British pioneer troops had succeeded in cutting a path, German machine guns, with an unobstructed view of the battlefield, were able to concentrate their fire precisely.


As often on that day, the information received at British 29th Division headquarters, whose two brigades (the 86th and 88th) had been tasked with rapidly taking Beaumont-Hamel, was confusing and contradictory. Messages arrived indicating very heavy losses but some believed that Scottish units had succeeded in reaching the German lines. A white flare had even been seen, though it was unclear which side had fired it. Its meaning was thus not clear: was it a sign from the Scots that the German trench had been occupied or rather a request from the German defenders for their artillery to lengthen their fire?
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