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INTRODUCTION


This book is not a battlefield guide. Nor is it a history of Irish participation in the First World War. Anyone looking for a guide around the battlefields, or for an in-depth history of the various military actions on the Somme, can stop reading now. Instead, this book is about what happened afterwards. It is a book about the former Somme battlefields, and how, in the years following the Armistice in 1918, people from Ireland travelled there and left their marks for posterity. What did they find there? How did they react to what they saw? What kinds of memorials did they erect, and what influenced them in the choices they made?


In the book we will meet many different characters and personalities. The intrepid newspaper editor who travelled to France in December 1918, the politicians concerned about money, the civil servants shuffling through a bureaucratic maze, the war widows and bereaved mothers of the 1920s, and the grey-haired or balding but still sprightly ex-servicemen of the 1960s and 1970s all appear in these pages. These people are linked together by their involvement with and journeys to the battlefields of the Somme. The First World War had been, as Keith Jeffery puts it, ‘the single most central experience of twentieth-century Ireland,’ and it touched the lives of all of these individuals in one way or another.1


Although the Somme area was far from the only place touched by this global conflict, from an Irish point of view it was the venue for several key offensive actions in 1916, while thousands of other Irish servicemen would pass through before the Armistice of November 1918. Many different individuals therefore had some degree of interest in the Somme battlefields, and even in the present day, as the battles fought there pass from living memory, it continues to exert a hold over people. Thus the post-war life of the battlefields now spans almost a century, and we are now almost as distant from the events of the First World War as those who participated in it were from Britain’s military encounters with Napoleon.


It is well-known that Irishmen were to be found in virtually every unit of the British Empire’s armed forces. Donegal man Patrick MacGill wrote in his semi-autobiographical novel The Red Horizon of encountering a battalion of Scots Guards with familiar accents: ‘“Irish?” I asked. “Sure,” was the answer. “We’re everywhere. Ye’ll find us in a Gurkha regiment if you scratch the beggars’ skins.”’2 The Gurkha example may be taking the analogy a step too far, but in this book we will encounter some of these disparate Irishmen. We will also follow people who were not from Ireland, and others who were, but who travelled to battlefields other than those on the Somme. The focus of this book, however, is on the Somme, and more specifically on the section north of the river which gives the battlefield its name. It was here in 1916 that two Irish infantry Divisions first saw offensive action: the 36th (Ulster) Division near the village of Thiepval on 1 July, and the 16th (Irish) Division at Guillemont and Ginchy in September. While these two Divisions also fought, sometimes together, more often apart, in various other areas of the Western Front, it was on the Somme that both were honoured with memorials. Close to the village of Thiepval, the Ulster Memorial Tower stands as a memorial primarily to the 36th (Ulster) Division, while a Celtic cross commemorates the 16th (Irish) Division in Guillemont.


Precisely what those travelling to the Somme encountered has changed over time. Those travelling in 1919 found a devastated landscape from which entire villages had been erased. Buildings had been reduced to rubble, and the ground was littered with the detritus of war: spent bullets, shell fragments, bottles, cans and discarded kit were all common sights. Battlefield cemeteries were still in their earliest stages of construction: graves were marked with temporary wooden crosses and groups of men systematically walked the former battlefields searching for corpses. In the 1920s, the military cemeteries were standardised and made permanent, while soldiers and returned local farmers removed much of the dangerous ordnance which still lay on the battlefields, gradually returning the ground to productive farmland. Roads and railway lines were reconstructed and the physical infrastructure of the area returned. Sites for memorials and monuments were identified and in some cases work began to erect them.


In 1932 the monumental landscape received what is probably its most memorable feature: Edwin Lutyens’ massive Memorial to the Missing on the Somme, then, as now, the largest British war memorial in the world. While visitors to the Somme could, had they time and opportunity, visit more than 200 British military cemeteries, Lutyens’ Thiepval Memorial commemorated more than 70,000 British servicemen who had been killed in the area but who had no identifiable grave. Chillingly, even this huge number was not the full total of unknown dead in the area, since it covered only the period up to 20 March 1918. After this date, the names of soldiers missing on the Somme are listed on the memorial at Pozières.
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Map of the 1916 Somme battlefield, showing villages and major memorials mentioned in the text along with the location of the front lines in July and November 1916. (© John Cusack)


During the Second World War, the Somme largely escaped the destruction wrought elsewhere in Europe and although the area was occupied by German forces, the memorials honouring those who had died there during the previous global conflict remained largely intact. The 40th, 50th and 60th anniversaries of the 1916 Battle of the Somme drew group pilgrimages, but outside these occasions visitors were becoming fewer in number. It was only in the 1980s and 1990s that battlefield visits grew more popular again, this time amongst a new generation who had no direct experience of the war. New memorials began to be erected and in the year which marked the battle’s 90th anniversary, visitors came to the area in their hundreds of thousands. The Great War may have been fought nearly a century ago but it is clear that it continues to matter to many people in a very real way.


The Western Front in popular memory


For most people in the British Isles, the popular image of a Great War battlefield is set on the Western Front. Soldiers slip and slide through oceans of mud on their way to the waterlogged ditch populated by rats and decaying corpses which serves as the front line. Once there, they might – taking their chances with snipers – peer out into the threatening emptiness of No Man’s Land. This image of a largely featureless landscape, painted in shades of grey, chimes with other popularly held notions about how the war was fought. Soldiers go ‘over the top’ only to be mown down by machine-gun fire; hundreds die for a few yards of mud.


The concept of a bloody ratio between land gained and lives lost was neatly caught by the American novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald in Tender is the Night, originally published in 1934. The main characters are touring the former Somme battlefields, and in the Newfoundland Memorial Park at Beaumont Hamel, Dick Diver, who had not served in the war, attempts to explain to Rosemary Hoyt what happened there:





This land here cost twenty lives a foot that summer … See that little stream – we could walk to it in two minutes. It took the British a month to walk to it – a whole empire walking very slowly, dying in front and pushing forward behind. And another empire walked very slowly backward a few inches a day, leaving the dead like a million bloody rugs.3





For most people, any reference to what a Great War battlefield will conjure up a muddy, cratered moonscape in which all the generally held notions about what the war was like and how it was fought are played out; it is the monochrome setting for mass death and misery. And this is a truly popular notion: as Gail Braybon puts it, ‘People will tell you they know about this war – even though they are unlikely to claim much knowledge of many other historical events.’4 Peter Hart has summed up the ‘crude, sentimental approach’ of much of this popular knowledge of the war: ‘Politicians are … Machiavellian, but simultaneously weak, generals are stupid, soldiers are brave, helpless victims and war poets – war poets are saints made flesh.’5 Knowledge of history amongst the general public is always likely to consist of this kind of reduction of very complex multi-layered events to a series of easily understood and easily remembered pieces of information. It is ‘a conglomeration of half-remembered facts from school, the occasional reading of books of fact and fiction, references in the media and conversations at the table, the bar or the workplace.’6 In many ways the Battle of the Somme stands at the centre of these ideas, its catastrophic first day symbolic of all the waste and futility of the war. Even the word ‘Somme’ calls to mind ideas of ‘death, waste, doom or folly,’ as Stephen O’Shea puts it: ‘the lone syllable of the Somme sounds a death knell … Somme is a short form for Armageddon.’7 Malcolm Brown has also written of how ‘The Somme is still almost universally seen as a symbol of absolute horror and total futility.’8 The comedy of Blackadder Goes Forth, first shown in 1989, works precisely because the series embodies ‘key myths about the British role on the Western Front,’ with which ‘a television audience, consisting almost entirely of people whose memories do not go back that far, could instantly identify.’9 The soldiers in the front line suffer while incompetent or cowardly staff officers working far behind the line plot suicidal attacks designed to move Field Marshal Haig’s drinks cabinet a few yards closer to Berlin. Yet ‘even the comic mode is infected by the tragic: how else could [the series] end except with the death of the main characters?’10
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The scene at the Battle of Ginchy on 9 September 1916 as supporting troops move forward to support the attack. This kind of image sums up popular ideas of the Somme battlefield. (© Imperial War Museum)


For most people, the Somme may act as a shorthand for the miseries of war, but this preoccupation with the dark side of war is not without its consequences. Adrian Gregory has pointed to how, ‘Whilst it is inevitable that the misery and terrors of trench warfare should hold a particular fascination, such a fixation is dangerous on two counts.’11 The first, he argues, is that the best known representations of the war, such as the poems of Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon, ‘are in fact highly subjective and selective accounts, which to some extent misrepresent that aspect of the war.’ The second aspect identified by Gregory is that the experience of trench warfare is ‘a part and not the whole of the experience of the war and should not be given the power to determine the meaning of the war as a whole.’ So fixed are popular ideas about the war that Gregory’s argument might seem like heresy for many outside academia, but this does not negate their value, and his book shows that a focus on the war as the experience in the trenches has left other aspects, such as the war experience of civilians, ignored for more than ninety years. Yet even where the British Army is concerned, no soldier spent four unbroken years sitting in a trench; units were constantly rotated, spending much of their time away from the front line. Further, a significant proportion of the army was very rarely near the front line, instead spending their time hauling boxes in docks, warehouses and stores far from the scenes of battle. In the specific context of the battlefields, Helen McPhail has written of how the British perspective ‘still seems to mean approaching a substantial barrier: we look at the front line and not beyond it – or at least not beyond the immediate trench and battle areas … it is too easy to gaze at our own reflection, to observe the long struggle of the British troops in their trenches, and fail to see beyond.’12 McPhail is writing about the absence of French civilian histories in the study of the war, but the same logic can be applied to the history of the battlefields themselves, where popular attention is focussed on the charges, skirmishes and bombardments of 1914–1918, thus leaving much of what happened afterwards virtually unknown.


Although it is natural for today’s visitors to search for traces of the war in the present-day landscape – since that is their reason for visiting the area – few give thought to the processes which have shaped the landscape they see today. This kind of ‘Then and Now’ way of thinking – which underpins all battlefield guides and a number of photographic books – ignores the ninety years which separate ‘then’ from ‘now’. And yet these were precisely the years in which the landscape we see today was made. Cemeteries and memorials did not spontaneously sprout from the earth fully formed; rather, they are the product of a complicated series of decisions, many of which were taken far from the sombre fields of north-eastern France. This is more than simply a point of academic interest, since in many ways these same memorials and cemeteries provide a framework for how the battlefield is viewed today. Winter remarked in 1978 that, ‘for the most part, the surface scars of the Great War are a secret language, requiring knowledgeable translation. Inevitably men with this linguistic knowledge are dwindling.’13 In the intervening years, many of the traces of this secret language have vanished, along with first-hand knowledge of how to interpret them, and today’s visitor must rely on those landscape features which are present to guide them. Yet this can be a perplexing task. Today’s visitors ‘struggle to imagine the verdant woods and fields as monochrome images of the Hell that guidebooks and television tell them were here – exactly where they are standing – but that are now almost invisible.’14 Without the many cemeteries and memorials on the Somme, it would not be clear simply from looking at the present-day landscape that a battle of immense proportions occurred there. It is the presence of these markers within the landscape – creations of the post-war years – which allow the area’s wartime story to be told. Thousands of men may have died here, but without the cemeteries and memorials we would not know that these fields had ever been used for anything other than growing crops. Ironically then, present-day visitors come to see the places where the war took place, but the only way of orientating themselves within this wartime landscape is through features which were not there during the war years. Present-day visitors, too, are not the first drawn to the area by its violent past, but few give thought to those who have passed through the area since the last army-issue boot departed. Yet today’s visitors follow a well-trodden path, even if what they see has changed utterly.


One of the intentions of this book is to reveal something of the hidden history of this part of northern France. More specifically, the book explores the ongoing relationship between these former battlefields and Ireland. The Europe which emerged from the Great War was a very different place to that of August 1914, and both Northern Ireland and the then Irish Free State were the products of just one of many boundary changes in the immediate post-war years. The commemoration of the Great War became highly politicised in Ireland, seized on or ignored in turn by those who wished to score political points. In part this was a function of the time at which Irish war memorials were erected; the Anglo-Irish conflict, the Irish Civil War, and the first years of partition provided the political context within which the memorials, and Irish war service more generally, were viewed. This is not to generalise about this immensely complicated field, since aside from the politicians there were others who, when they chose to commemorate their dead, did so for a variety of non-political and often very personal reasons. Some unionists did wave flags and retrospectively enlist the war dead into their contemporary political projects, but others remembered the dead in quiet, subtle ways which left no public mark. nationalists too, remembered their dead, sometimes in public places, but often in the private spaces of the home. Politics, however, was the unavoidable backdrop to all these forms of remembrance, and could not help but influence them. We will see its heavy hand in the stories of both Irish memorials on the Somme, and feel its presence again as we near the present day.
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Beaumont Hamel British Cemetery, partially hidden by crops. (Courtesy of Stephen Kerr)


Literally thousands of books have been written about the Great War, covering aspects of its military, economic and social history, and spanning both academic and more popular history. Anyone specifically interested in the 1916 Battle of the Somme could fill a number of shelves with the publications available, of which books by Peter Hart, Peter Barton, Gary Sheffield, Martin Gilbert and William Philpott are merely a few of the more recent.15 Readers interested in the specifically Irish aspects of the Great War have access to published histories of the three Irish Divisions, along with a number of battalion-level histories.16 They can also consult works on the discipline and morale of some of these units, and also a broader history of Irish involvement covering issues of recruitment and participation in the war in addition to Irish imaginative responses to it.17 Several personal accounts based on memoirs and letters have also appeared, while a book is even dedicated to the subject of those Irish soldiers ‘shot at dawn’.18


In recent years, the international literature on the war has turned towards some of its more cultural aspects, with commemoration appearing as a field of increasing interest across many of the former combatant nations. Books have been published examining the specific national contexts of Australia, New Zealand, Canada, Wales, Great Britain, France and Italy.19 It must be stressed that these publications make up only one level of the literature, since they are supplemented by numerous shorter academic papers and articles. In the Irish context Nuala Johnson’s Ireland, the Great War and the Geography of Remembrance, Fergus D’Arcy’s Remembering the War Dead and my own Unionists and Great War Commemoration in the north of Ireland examine aspects of commemoration within Ireland.20 On a local level, a number of publications have uncovered the stories of those commemorated on particular war memorials, along with the involvement of these localities in a global war.21


Turning to the battlefields themselves, a large literature is available to help the visitor orientate himself or herself ‘in the field’. Amongst the most commonly used are Rose Coombs’ Before Endeavours Fade, the Holts’ Battlefield Guide to the Somme, and the various Battleground Europe guidebooks published by Pen & Sword.22 Each of these guidebooks provides an outline of what happened in each specific area, and points out the various sights of interest, including cemeteries and memorials. The only battlefield guide catering specifically for Irish places of interest is Steven Moore’s The Irish on the Somme which, despite its title, covers most of the Western Front in an unapologetically ‘subjective [and] simplified’ way.23 Comparatively little literature exists exploring the subject of battlefield pilgrimages and tourism. From a historical point of view, David Lloyd has examined the subject as it relates to the Western Front, while Bart Zino and Bruce Scates have looked at Australian Great War pilgrimages from a historical and present-day point of view respectively.24 It is clear that, while there is both academic and popular interest in the battlefields of the Great War, their specifically Irish dimensions have yet to be examined at length. This is the area of history onto which this book hopes to shed light.


The book draws on a number of different sources of material. Prominent amongst these are the accounts of those who travelled to the battlefields in a variety of capacities, which survive in newspapers, magazines and other printed media. Contemporary newspapers are vital to the historical sections of this book, with their details about the pilgrimages and what the pilgrims encountered on their travels. The stories of the Ulster Tower and the Celtic Cross memorial at Guillemont are, to a large extent, reliant on archival material held by the National Archives at Kew in London, and the Public Records of Northern Ireland (PRONI) in Belfast. For later pilgrimages, and particularly those which took place in 1966 and 1976, the discussion draws on material preserved within PRONI, in addition to newspaper accounts from the time and material preserved in private collections. The chapters dealing with the most recent years draw on newspapers and other published accounts, but also on material from several interviews and comments made by more than a dozen anonymous individuals who responded to a short written survey. Finally, the book also draws on my own journeys to the former battlefields of the Western Front in 2002, 2003, 2005 and most recently in 2009.


The book is structured chronologically. The first chapter looks at the Somme during the war years, briefly outlining Irish actions there, and showing how the landscape of the Somme changed as the war went on. Chapter 2 examines the developing post-war landscape, exploring the stories behind the battlefield cemeteries as well as the process of reconstruction and the impact this had on what the landscape looked like. Chapters 3 and 4 tell the stories of the two Irish memorials on the Somme: the Ulster Memorial Tower, opened in 1921, and the Celtic Cross at Guillemont, dedicated in 1926. Pilgrimage and battlefield tourism in the 1920s and 1930s are explored in Chapter 5, revealing the history of some of these journeys and something of what they saw during their travels. Chapter 6 focuses on the years between the Second World War and the late 1970s, including the stories of the large ‘official’ pilgrimages of 1966 and 1976. In Chapter 7, the story is brought into the present-day, showing how the Somme is now enjoying a resurgence of interest and how this has led to a whole new generation of visitors with no direct experience of the war making the journey from Ireland to northern France.
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THE SOMME IN WARTIME


It goes without saying that the Somme was not always a battlefield. Prior to 1914, it was merely a quiet, predominantly rural area of northern France, its most well-known feature the town of Albert, where religious pilgrims came to visit the Basilica with its golden statue of the Virgin and Child. Even when French soldiers mobilised on 1 August 1914 in preparation for war with Germany, there was little reason to think that this rural backwater with its rolling chalk landscape would be the site of one of the war’s major battles. That the German Army would face the Allied armies here was one of the results of the ‘Race to the Sea’ which took place between mid-September and mid-October 1914. Once the German advance into France had been halted at the Battle of the Marne, the main clashes between the Allied and German armies moved steadily northwards as each tried to outflank the other. The fighting in the Somme area between 25 and 29 September became known as the Battle of Albert (1914), and following this clash the general locations of the two armies’ respective positions in the area were more or less fixed. The failure of either side to achieve a breakthrough during this early stage in hostilities put an end to any chance of this being a war of movement, and led to the stasis which would characterise much of the rest of the conflict on the Western Front.
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Pre-war Albert, with the Basilica’s golden Virgin and Child clearly visible. (Courtesy of the Somme Heritage Centre)


When the Germans arrived on the Somme, they inspired scenes of panic. When Leutnant Koeler of the 51st Reserve Brigade of the German Army arrived in Thiepval on 29 September, he found its 200 residents ‘in a state of understandable panic.’1 Men and women had been separated and the men kept in the church; the women, meanwhile, ‘were assembled in the priest’s house … In general,’ Koeler noted, ‘the population was fearful rather than hostile. They hoped, as did we, that their village would soon be outside the battle area.’2 The hopes of the unfortunate residents of Thiepval were to be dashed, however, since their homes stood on what would become the Western Front. In addition to their function as purely military positions in which one army faced another army, the new lines effectively formed an international border. On the Somme, one side remained French, while on the other side of the lines French civilians lived under German rule. Some 10 per cent of France was occupied by the German Army, affecting more than 12 per cent of the total French population.3 The Germans divided their newly acquired territory into six areas, removing virtually all powers from local authorities and assuming responsibility for administration. Communes close to the newly created front line were necessarily evacuated, but life for French civilians changed quickly across the occupied zone:
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Albert during the war. This postcard was sent by a serving soldier to a friend in Drumquin, County Tyrone, in November 1915. He wrote, presumably with an element of sarcasm, ‘Dear Tom, you will be surprised to hear from me. I am having a great time in the trenches. You should come. The best of sport, no work, all play.’ (Courtesy of the Somme Heritage Centre)
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Thiepval Chateau before the war. (Courtesy of the Somme Heritage Centre)





All clocks were set to German time – which caused considerable resentment – and each house was required to post a list of residents by its street door, showing the full names, ages and professions of all who lived there. In villages, the household’s livestock also had to be listed … German street signs appeared on the walls. Identity cards must be carried at all times, and no more than three people could gather together on the streets. Travel between communes was forbidden, except with a special pass, available only in exceptional circumstances.4





North of the Somme river, the front line solidified into a semi-permanent series of fortified trench positions to the east of Albert. Civilians whose homes were close to either side of this new military frontier were evacuated – the remaining residents of Thiepval (thirty-five men, forty-five women and twenty-five children) were evacuated on 1 November 1914 – but on the German side of the lines, agriculture at some distance from the new positions was also disrupted by a number of additional factors, including the conscription of men of working age into labour gangs, the requisition of food, livestock and equipment, and the difficulty of obtaining supplies.5 Fields which had previously been carefully tended began to grow wild for the simple reason that there was no one to work them. Nevertheless, some civilians remained in their homes for a surprisingly long period of time. The last civilians were evacuated from Longueval on 24 June 1916, and those of Cléry on 28 June of that year, as a direct result of the Allied artillery bombardment leading up to the opening day of the Battle of the Somme.6


On the Somme, the Germans were largely free to choose the location of their trenches, and did so with care.








They had first choice of terrain, and they chose well, usually siting themselves so that their opponents were forced to accept less advantageous ground which they, the Germans, could overlook and dominate. The chalk soil enabled them to prepare strongly constructed trench systems, of which elaborate, virtually indestructible dugouts formed an essential feature. In effect, what had been created was a kind of vast linear fortress, almost a fortress city, barely visible at ground level except for the barbed wire which guarded it, but up to 40 feet in depth. Indeed, on a front of over 450 miles, from Flanders to the Swiss frontier, there was no better defensive ground than that provided by the country of the Somme.7





In creating these fortifications, the Germans incorporated landscape features, both natural and man-made, into their positions. For example, when German units arrived at Thiepval on 28 September 1914, they found the Chateau still intact, to the extent that their officers were able to enjoy a meal in the dining room.8 At this stage, Thiepval was merely a temporary stopping point on the journey to Paris, but in the following days the Germans clashed with groups of French soldiers, and were forced to halt their advance. Subject to heavy French artillery fire, the Germans withdrew from their more advanced positions to hold the higher ground overlooking them, and as a result Thiepval Wood, Authuille Wood and the village of Hamel were all evacuated.9 The French subsequently shelled Thiepval and the hastily constructed trenches nearby, but the Germans were able to use the natural advantages of the high ground to consolidate their positions. Man-made features of the landscape could also prove useful: even though the Chateau was largely destroyed by artillery fire on 29 September, the Germans were able to incorporate its cellars and those of other ruined buildings into their line, over time creating a series of strong defensive positions which would be very difficult for attacking troops to capture. The Allies, meanwhile, were forced to occupy much less advantageous positions, but despite this, during late 1914 and the first half of 1915, the French Army were able to construct their own trenches.


Yet initially all this activity did not lead to widespread changes in the appearance of the landscape. As Peter Barton has remarked, panoramic photographs taken on the Somme during the early days of British presence there in the summer of 1915 ‘reveal a practically unblemished pastoral landscape, with dense woods and hardly a shellhole or a splintered tree in view. In the forward areas many buildings still stand; only trenches mar the landscape, and even they appear benign.’10 Almost a year into the war, the landscape around Albert had not been seriously affected by the conflict. The leafy, sunlit landscape shown in the panoramas is not the muddy cratered hell of popular imaginings of the Somme, but instead serves to undermine those notions, showing that the wartime landscape of the Somme was a more complex thing than popular memory would have it. In fact, for much of the first half of the war, the Somme was a relatively quiet area of the Western Front: ‘Unlike other parts of the front where a single man revealing himself to enemy view even well behind the line could expect a shell for his trouble – or even a salvo to himself – these were truly “cushy” parts.’11
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The war-damaged church in Beaumont-Hamel, shown in a German postcard. Posted in November 1915, the card’s image probably dates from late 1914 or early 1915. The German Army went on to incorporate the church’s ruins into their formidable defensive line. (Author’s collection)


This landscape – which in popular memory is a vast featureless wasteland – was in fact intensively documented, with all its features carefully identified and mapped. Thousands of maps were made on both sides showing the positions of trench lines, batteries, artillery and supply dumps. Planes took photographs from above, keeping tabs on the latest developments: ‘the large scale trench and artillery map relied to a great extent on air photos; without the “eye in the sky” it would have been impossible to plot trenches and other works.’12 Analysts searched these aerial photographs for clues which might reveal what the enemy was up to: tell-tale traces of white, for example, could show that tunnelling was taking place, while wheel tracks could be followed to the new position of an artillery battery. Indeed, until late 1916 and the development of flash-spotting and sound-ranging techniques, aerial photographs were the only means of identifying the locations of enemy artillery batteries.13


The landscape was also bestowed with a new set of names, which ‘helped to make spatial and conceptual sense of the battlefields.’14 Obviously the names of villages and communes pre-dated the war, even if soldiers’ humour combined with their mangled pronunciation of the French language to transform or, as John Keegan has nicely put it, ‘Tommify’ the names.15 Auchonvillers therefore became Ocean Villas, Fonquevillers, Funky Villas, and Leuze Wood, Lousy Wood. Particular trenches within the newly militarised landscape were also named, often with reference to more familiar places. Within Thiepval Wood, trenches named by Scottish units bore names which carried a predominantly Scottish theme: Elgin Avenue and Cromarty Avenue, for example, intersected close to Gordon Castle.16 But other areas in the Thiepval Wood and Hamel sub-sector were named by the Ulster Division, with trench names including Ulster Avenue, Belfast City, Shankill Road, Royal Avenue, Great Victoria Street and Sandy Row.17 The Germans, too, named their trenches, and those facing the British in Thiepval Wood had names such as Kirchweg, Meisengasse and Munstergasse.18 Even the latterly infamous Feste Schwaben – in English, the Schwaben Redoubt – took its name from an area of southern Germany. During the planning for the opening day of the Battle of the Somme, some of these points within the German lines were given Ulster-specific names to help direct and make comprehensible the orders for the planned attack. A post-war history of the 11th Royal Irish Rifles recorded that for 1 July 1916, the battalion’s orders were to consolidate ‘the 3rd German line running through “Coleraine”, “Portadown”, “Enniskillen”, “Strabane”, “Omagh” … The object of the 107th Brigade was then to pass through to the 4th German line, “Portrush”, “Bundoran”, “Derry”, and consolidate it.’19 Orr has observed the irony that Ulstermen would be ‘attacking a place called “Derry”, as the fact that Londonderry had once resisted a besieging army was a crucial element in Ulster Protestant mythology.’20 Whatever the meanings ascribed to the names chosen, it is clear that the precise certainty of the mapped trenches was not always reflected by the reality on the ground, and, even given the availability of maps and signposts within the trenches themselves, soldiers could easily become lost, particularly if trying to make their way through unfamiliar areas at night.


This rapidly changing and heavily fortified landscape would be the setting for one of the major land battles of the Great War. The Somme was the place where the French and British sectors of the Western Front met, and an Anglo-French offensive had been on the cards since December 1915, but an anticipated date in August 1916 had been brought forward under pressure from the French. They had been suffering huge losses since the Germans had attacked them at Verdun in February of that year and, desperately needing to relieve the pressure on their army, they hoped that an Anglo-French attack in the Somme area would force the Germans to move resources to the Somme and therefore away from Verdun. For this reason the French pushed for an earlier start for the Somme offensive, and a new date was eventually set for 29 June. Both the 36th (Ulster) and 16th (Irish) Divisions would see action in the ensuing battle, but since these stories are told amply elsewhere, what follows here is a very brief account.21


The 36th (Ulster) Division would take part in the initial attack scheduled for 29 June, with an area of responsibility spanning the Ancre valley. To the north of the river, two battalions of 108 Brigade were to advance across a ravine north of Hamel to capture Beaucourt Station, some detached houses nearby and a mill on the banks of the river. South of the Ancre, the two remaining battalions of 108 Brigade, along with the whole of 109 Brigade, with 107 Brigade in support, would attack uphill, assaulting the Schwaben Redoubt, with 107 Brigade attacking its northern side, and 109 Brigade its southern face. By any measure this was a formidable assignment: ‘no matter where one stands on the battlefield, the visitor can readily appreciate the colossal task facing attacking troops.’22 Heavy rain on 28 June resulted in the advance being postponed for forty-eight hours. It would now begin on the morning of 1 July.


When the men of the 9th Royal Irish Fusiliers and the 12th Royal Irish Rifles left their front-line trenches north of the Ancre at 7.30 a.m. on 1 July 1916, they entered a No Man’s Land around 400 yards wide, with the ravine – 70 yards wide and up to 20 feet high in places – roughly midway across.23 The first wave ran towards the German trenches and took the first line without much opposition. Parties of men were sent further forward and some got as far as the third German line and Beaucourt Station itself. Following waves of advancing Ulstermen, however, were caught up in machine-gun fire and an artillery barrage before they even reached the ravine: the third and fourth waves of Fusiliers were, in the words of their battalion War Diary, ‘practically annihilated’. A platoon of 12th Royal Irish Rifles sent out in support was ‘wiped out.’ The men who had reached the German lines were thus trapped, although some were eventually able to get back to British lines via the river bank.24 Casualties amongst the attacking soldiers were high, the 9th Royal Irish Fusiliers alone losing 532 men killed, wounded or reported missing.25


South of the river the attack met with more success. Four of the Ulster battalions moved forward into No Man’s Land a few minutes before the advance proper began, shortening the distance they had to cover and increasing their chances of getting into the German positions before the Germans could organise their defence. Once the advance began, the Ulstermen were subject to machine-gun fire not only from the Schwaben Redoubt in front, but also from the high ground to the left and right. ‘The ranks began to thin,’ recorded the War Diary of the 9th Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, ‘men falling by the score.’26 No Man’s Land was the only route between the two trench systems and the ability of German machine guns to sweep across the area had serious implications for supporting waves of the attack and also for communications. Compiling his report on the day’s events, Colonel William Savage, commanding officer of the 13th Royal Irish Rifles, observed that ‘Directly the start was made the German M[achine] G[un]s could be heard firing at once. From this time I received no messages, & the Companies were lost.’27 Sufficient men survived the crossing of No Man’s Land to take the German front line, and continue the advance towards the Schwaben Redoubt itself. Later in the morning, some men actually reached their objectives in the German fifth line, but this was a very isolated position to attempt to hold in the face of counter-attacks of increasing strength.


The Ulster Division’s success now actually worked against them, since the failure of the neighbouring divisions to take Thiepval, to the right, and Beaumont-Hamel, to the left, allowed the Germans to concentrate their resources on re-gaining the Schwaben Redoubt. The Ulster Division gradually fell back towards the former German front line, but the men were short of both ammunition and water. Such Ulstermen as remained in the German lines were relieved on 2 July.


The losses of the battalions attacking south of the river in some cases exceeded those of the battalions to the north. The 13th Royal Irish Rifles had 595 men reported killed, missing or wounded, while the losses of the 11th Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers totalled 589.28 As a whole, the division’s losses totalled 5,104 of which around 2,000 were probably dead.29 The bodies of Ulstermen lay alongside those of Germans in the former German positions, while No Man’s Land was also littered with those killed and wounded. Shell holes and, south of the Ancre, the sunken road provided a refuge for these men, and as darkness fell on the night of 1 July, stretcher-bearers ventured out to search for those wounded who could be removed. Medical Officer Captain Crosbie, attached to the 11th Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, recorded that ‘the stretcher bearers worked night and day until we were relieved, bringing wounded back from the Sunken Road, No Man’s Land and the wood under continual shell and machine-gun fire.’30 In Thiepval Wood, meanwhile, corpses were stacked ready for burial.31 The wood itself had been devastated: on 2 July the War Diary of the 14th Royal Irish Rifles records that clearing parties were organised ‘to remove killed + wounded from the trenches + area in rear of our front line. Trench full of debris, fallen trees + men lying in all positions of death.’32
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