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​Introduction
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The Battle of the Somme lives in our collective imagination as the epitome of pointless slaughter on the battlefield. It was one of the costliest engagements of the First World War and, a century on, the Somme has come to symbolise the futile horrors of trench warfare. The first day, 1 July 1916, was the worst, blackest day in British military history – 57,470 casualties, including 19,240 dead. The failure to breach the German lines on the first day led to a battle of attrition that was to last four and a half long months. By the time it had finished on 18 November, after 141 days of carnage, more than a million men had been killed or wounded on all sides, making it one of the bloodiest battles in human history. 
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Re-enactment of Canadian troops ‘going over the top’, Battle of the Somme, 1916. 

Imperial War Museum.

The proposal for a major Anglo-French offensive near the River Somme was first suggested by the French commander-in-chief, Joseph Joffre, at the Chantilly Conference in December 1915. Representatives from France, Great Britain, Italy and Russia attended. Representing the British was commander-in-chief, Sir John French. (A week later, French was replaced as c-in-c by Sir Douglas Haig, whose name would soon become synonymous with the Battle of the Somme). The Germans, Joffre felt, were running out of reserves and a concentrated combined attack would provide the long-awaited breakthrough on the Western Front. The proposal was agreed. Originally, the French would have taken the lead, but on 21 February 1916, the Germans launched an all-out assault on the French town of Verdun. As a result, with the French embroiled at Verdun, they were reduced to a supporting role on the Somme. The brunt of the attack would fall on the forces of the British and its Commonwealth. 

The British and Commonwealth had two main objectives for the coming Somme offensive: firstly to relieve the pressure on the French at Verdun; and secondly, to breakthrough German lines and to ‘inflict as heavy losses as possible upon the German armies,’ to use Douglas Haig’s phrase, and, using the cavalry, reinstate a war of movement. 

The British however knew they lacked experienced men. Its professional army, the British Expeditionary Force, had almost been wiped out.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​1914 – 1915 
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In 1914, the BEF as a fighting force was highly trained, highly proficient but very small. Britain’s European counterparts all had massive armies of conscripted soldiers. Britain, however, was against forcing unwilling men to take up arms – thus it relied on its professional army. With the outbreak of war, it soon became apparent that Britain needed a much larger army – an army of paid volunteers. So the government went on a recruitment campaign. 

The newly-appointed Minister of War, Horatio Kitchener, a military hero and veteran of the Boer War, lent his face to the most popular of the many recruiting posters. With his military hat and stern face, his pointing finger jabbed at the conscience of the viewer – ‘Your country needs you!’ bellowed the poster. The campaign was hugely successful. Men (and boys) the length and breadth of the country queued at the various recruitment agencies, eager to sign on the dotted line and join up. For many, working class life was dull, monotonous and poorly paid. Here was a unique opportunity – the chance of seeing foreign lands, the possibility of adventure, some decent pay and the chance to impress people back home by their sense of patriotic duty. By the end of 1914, over a million young men, the ‘Kitchener recruits’, had volunteered. 
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Horatio Herbert Kitchener, 1914.

Library of Congress. 

(Horatio Kitchener drowned in the North Sea on 5 June 1916 when the ship he was on, the HMS Hampshire, hit a German mine. His body was never found).

British general, Henry Rawlinson, persuaded 1,500 London City workers to form a ‘Stockbrokers’ Battalion’. This was the first of what became known as ‘pal battalions’, when men could sign-up to serve alongside their friends, workmates or townsfolk. By the end of September 1914 almost sixty towns from across the UK had formed into battalions. 12,000 postal workers joined the Post Office Rifles battalion. The idea, which made sense on paper, proved disastrous. It meant that if a town’s battalion was decimated, such as the Accrington Pals on the first day of the Somme, a whole town would be left bereft with grief as a large proportion of its menfolk were wiped out at once. 

Once war had started, young men who had not joined up, for whatever reason, risked being presented with a white feather, a symbol of cowardice. The practice became so widespread that the military authorities had to issue special silver badges to soldiers who had been honourably discharged or men who worked in vital war work at home to distinguish them from ‘shirkers’.

It takes time to train a raw recruit into something resembling a fully-fledged fighting machine – even during wartime when time is of the essence. So, while the mass of volunteers were being put through their paces, the BEF, starting on 7 August 1914, crossed the English Channel ready to fight. The German Kaiser, Wilhelm II, had reputably referred to the BEF as ‘General French's contemptible little army’. The ‘contemptible’ may have referred to the size rather than the quality of Britain’s army but nonetheless the BEF took perverse pride in calling themselves the ‘old contemptibles’. It was on 23 August, near the small Franco-Belgium border town of Mons, that the BEF met the German army and fought its first battle on European soil since Waterloo almost a century earlier. The BEF managed to hold its own for a while before being outnumbered and outgunned by the German advance and forced into a retreat. 

Germany had long-prepared for a European war on two fronts. In 1894 and 1904, France, Russia and Great Britain had signed a set of treaties that had effectively bound them together in the event of war – the ‘Triple Entente’. Germany was also part of a three-way agreement, the ‘Triple Alliance’, with the Austro-Hungarian Empire and Italy, signed in 1879 and 1882. Hence, the Germans were fully aware that if it came to war they faced the French to the west and the Russians to the east. And so in the years leading up to 1914 they prepared accordingly using as a blueprint a plan devised by the German chief-of-staff, Alfred von Schlieffen. The plan pre-supposed that Russia, given its size, both in territory and manpower, would take six weeks to fully mobilize for war. Thus the most effective way to deal with both enemies, according to von Schlieffen (who died in 1913), would be to invade France through Luxemburg and Belgium (even if it meant violating Belgium’s neutrality which both Great Britain and Germany herself had guaranteed with a signing of a treaty in 1839), then arc southwards to capture Paris. With France knocked out, German troops could then march eastwards, back through Germany, to meet the Russian threat in time. 

On 2 August, Germany invaded neutral Luxemburg, which would remain under German occupation until the end of the war. The German government then demanded passage through Belgium. On 3 August, Germany declared war on France. The following day, having been refused access, Germany invaded Belgium regardless, attacking the city of Liège. The resulting Battle of Liège was the first battle of the war. Britain demanded that Germany withdraw, determined to uphold its pledge to Belgium. Referring to the 1839 treaty, the German chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, couldn’t believe the British would wage war with a ‘kindred spirit’ over a ‘scrap of paper’. Germany refused to withdraw and thus at 11 p.m. on 4 August, Britain declared war on Germany. Sir Edward Grey, Britain’s foreign minister, gazing out from the Foreign Office windows, remarked, ‘the lamps are going out all over Europe. We shall not see them lit again in our lifetime’.
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