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Introduction


At a time when the Allies were desperate for a quick end to the First World War, the Battle of the Somme, also known as the Somme Offensive, was fought along both sides of France’s River Somme between July 1 and November 18, 1916. Indeed, the Battle of the Somme was intended to be the beginning of the end of World War I, but what you will read in this book is the story of how this meticulously planned battle went awry in ways that none of the armies involved could have anticipated.


After all, this was a battle that saw over three million men take part, with over one million of them becoming wounded in action or killed. The astonishing losses suffered by all armies involved made the Battle of the Somme one of the deadliest humanity has ever unleashed. Designed by the British and French to achieve a conclusive victory on the Western Front, the Somme Offensive is still considered one of the most painful and notorious events of the First World War.


Planning for the battle began in December 1915 at the second of three conferences held in Chantilly, France. These conferences, named after the town of their location, were held by the Allies to discuss aims and strategies for fighting the war. However, what they could not have foreseen was that the British plans for the Battle of the Somme would be leaked. German archive documents unsealed in 2016 have shown that the date and location for the planned British offensive were given up to German interrogators by two British soldiers. With vital information in hand ahead of the offensive, Germany was aware of the British strategy and made plans accordingly. The result was an exhausting battle of attrition that lasted almost five months.


In this book, we will cover the main events of the Battle of the Somme, a traumatizing episode for the soldiers involved and their families, but a compelling piece of history that should never be forgotten.




Chapter One


Verdun


“Before the world grew mad, the Somme was a placid stream of Picardy, flowing gently through a broad and winding valley northwards to the English Channel.”


—A. D. Gristwood


We cannot discuss the Battle of the Somme without highlighting some of the events that lead to it. While the Somme Offensive began in July 1916 and ended in November of that year, there was another battle nearby that started earlier and lasted longer. Beginning on February 21 and ending on December 18, 1916, the Battle of Verdun is to France what the Battle of the Somme is to the British: an event that has a prominent place in their history and has come to symbolize deep feelings of loss and antiwar sentiment.


The original plan for the British and French forces fighting on the Western Front had been to retake the Belgian coast by launching an offensive in Flanders close to France’s northern border. French General Joseph Joffre had agreed to this plan put forth by British General Douglas Haig in January 1916, but by February, he had a change of heart. Ultimately, it was decided that a combined British and French offensive should take place where the two armies met, at the River Somme in the French region of Picardy, before the British continued northward to Flanders.


The Battle of Verdun was started by the Germans a week later when they attacked the French Army to the southeast at Verdun, close to the River Meuse. Erich von Falkenhayn, the chief of the German General Staff, carefully strategized to bring the French Army close to collapse by drawing French troops into defending Verdun. While the British and French had plotted the Battle of the Somme as a way to end the war, Falkenhayn believed he could do the same thing by bringing Germany victory with the Battle of Verdun.


Wary of the large number of Allied reserves that could threaten to smother a German breakthrough, Falkenhayn planned to exploit a sensitive area close to the front line, provoking the French into counterattacking positions the German Army dominated. He anticipated the French would suffer huge losses from the masses of heavy German artillery there and that the British would support the French with a relief offensive resulting in similar losses for them.


Hoping for the French to fall into their trap, the German Fifth Army attacked the fortified region of Verdun and the defenses of the French Second Army on the east bank of the Meuse on February 21. They hoped to capture the Meuse Heights, which would afford them an excellent defensive position. Perfect for unleashing artillery fire over Verdun, once captured it would be a position, the Germans hoped, that the French would want to take back. In doing so, the Germans calculated that the French would sacrifice their strategic reserve and incur tremendous losses while the Germans would lose relatively few soldiers and resources.


After attacking whatever subsequently remained of the French and British armies, Falkenhayn expected the western alliance to be shattered. However, he hadn’t counted on how long the Battle of Verdun would last, and he also underestimated how many German units would need to be replaced. Instead, the Battle of Verdun depleted the German reserve, which in turn forced the Germans to assume a strategy of stubborn defense at the Battle of the Somme.


While the Battle of Verdun didn’t yield the results that Falkenhayn had hoped for, it did have another effect that would go on to change the face of the fighting at the Somme. With more French divisions directed to Verdun, the French would become little more than backup for the British as they were unable to contribute as many soldiers as planned for the Somme. It also meant that it became even more urgent for the Somme Offensive to be put into action.


The Germans had counted on drawing the French Army into a battle they could not afford to shy away from and wouldn’t want to escape—not just for the strategic benefits Verdun offered but for French pride. Verdun represented French history and prestige, having been vital in defending the French homeland. In the fifth century, for example, Attila the Hun was halted in his attempt to capture the town. In the center of Verdun were a citadel and a range of 28 forts, many of which had been brought up to date to withstand modern artillery. The French couldn’t afford to let the Germans keep Verdun, and the Germans knew it.

