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Preface


Even unto them will I give in mine house and within my walls a place and a name better than of sons and of daughters: I will give them an everlasting name, that shall not be cut off.


Isaiah 56:5


THE BATTLE OF the Somme was one of the most costly battles in the history of warfare. On the first day alone, 19,240 British soldiers were killed and more than 36,000 wounded. Between 1 July 1916, when it began at the height of summer, and 19 November 1916, when it ended in the snow and fog of winter, more than 300,000 British, Commonwealth, French and German soldiers had been killed, and twice that number wounded.


The area of the battlefield is small: fifteen miles in length and six miles at its greatest depth. Today it is an area of peaceful rolling hills, woods and cultivated fields, with its once obliterated villages rebuilt. It is also an area of scattered war cemeteries, and other memorials to the battle.


The largest of all the Western Front memorials is on the Somme: the Thiepval Memorial to the Missing. Inscribed on its massive columns are the names of 73,335 British and South African soldiers who were killed and whose bodies were never identified. The names of the other Commonwealth soldiers whose bodies were never identified, as well as the French and German, are on other memorials, further from where the battle was fought. French and German cemeteries are also a solemn feature of the Somme landscape: the German cemetery at Fricourt has 17,000 burials, of whom 12,000 lie in four mass graves.


What happened on the battlefield? Why was the battle fought in the first place? Why was it so prolonged, at such heavy cost? What was its impact on the wider war? These questions have haunted survivors of the battle, the relatives and friends of those killed, and those born long after it. Poets, historians, writers, novelists, journalists, film-makers, teachers and schoolchildren have been among those drawn to its story.


My most recent journey to the Somme was in November 2005, eighty-nine years after the last weeks of the battle. The battlefield, although much changed over ninety years, and much visited each year – even more in the twenty-first century than before – still has the power both to haunt and to inspire.


There are few battles in history that have generated so many publications as the Battle of the Somme. Those I have consulted, and from which I have quoted, are listed in the bibliography. Among the most important and detailed books are the histories of the various corps, divisions, regiments and battalions that took part in the battle, and the official history of the whole campaign, published in two volumes in 1932 and 1938.


Research on what Marshal Joffre called ‘the English battle’ has been continuous. In each decade since 1916 substantial works of research and narrative have been published. The first decade of the twenty-first century is no exception. Among the important books published in the single year 2005 were Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson, The Somme; Gary Sheffield and John Bourne, Douglas Haig: War Diaries and Letters; and Jack Sheldon, The German Army on the Somme, 1914–1916.


Participants and historians have written about many aspects of the four-and-a-half-month conflict, including the central role of artillery, the recruiting and the preparations, the war in the air, the first appearance of the tank in warfare, shell shock, desertion, the casualties, the cemeteries, the poetry written on the battlefield and about it, and the life and fate of the PBI – the Poor Bloody Infantry – who in the last resort are the people who have to fight the battles face to face with the enemy. All these aspects have their place in this narrative.


As a historian of the human condition, I have always tried to give a place and a name to those on whose shoulders fell the burden of the decisions of others – their rulers and their commanders – and who did their duty without questioning, or seldom questioning, either the cause or the plan. Their stories deserve to be told in every generation, as an integral part of war, and as a testimony to human suffering and to the human spirit.


To avoid anonymity, I have given wherever possible the names of the individuals whose stories are told in these pages. To enable the reader who might visit the battlefield to pay his or her respects at the graveside, I have also given the names of the cemeteries in which many of the individuals lie, or the monument to the missing on which their names are listed. Were one to write a third of a page about every soldier killed on the Somme, it would require at least six hundred books as long as this one.


The war of 1914–1918 was known as the Great War. Those who fought it, and those who lived through it, believed it would be, as H. G. Wells called it, ‘The War that will end all War’. That made the suffering seem more acceptable. At the same time, the details of that suffering were to a large extent withheld from the public in all lands. Every bloody encounter was portrayed as a victory, every terrified combatant as a hero, every battalion sent up the line as reinforcement as the last one needed for the final push. The Battle of the Somme was to be the Big Push, the battle to end all battles. That gave it an intensity few other battles had. In that purpose it failed, but the sustained and costly efforts to make it succeed were widely seen as both noble and imperative. Who are those who came afterwards to say that they were not?


Every book on the Somme contributes in its own way to perpetuating the memory of those who fought and those who fell. This book seeks to make its contribution to that act of remembrance.


Martin Gilbert


28 February 2006





Prelude: ‘Chewing barbed wire’


IN AUGUST 1914 THE empires of Europe embarked on a war that each of them believed would be swift and victorious.


Austria–Hungary was confident it could crush Serbia within a few weeks, avenging the assassination that summer of Archduke Franz-Ferdinand of Austria, killed in Sarajevo by a Serb nationalist.


Germany, with territorial desires on the industrial region of north-west France, was confident it could reach Paris within a few months and dictate peace terms, as it had done in 1871 – and was to do again in 1940. German reservists leaving Berlin by train for their mobilization depots in August 1914 painted on their carriages the slogan ‘On to Paris!’


‘I hope we shall get to England,’ one German soldier wrote to his landlord on October 20, as he set off for the front; but Adolf Hitler was to be disappointed, both then and in 1940.


France, hoping to regain the eastern provinces of Alsace and Lorraine that Germany had annexed in 1871, was confident it could counter-attack and defeat Germany by the end of the year: French soldiers leaving Paris by train were cheered by enthusiastic crowds willing them ‘to Berlin!’


Great Britain was certain that its small professional army, fighting alongside the French – with whom it had signed an Entente Cordiale in 1904 – could drive the Germans from the soil of northern France by Christmas. Britain was also confident it could drive the Germans out of Belgium, all but a tiny corner of which the German Army had overrun on its drive towards Paris. On August 4 Britain declared war on Germany in response to its invasion of Belgium, to whom Britain was bound by one of its oldest treaties of alliance, signed in 1839, and never before put to the test.


Russia – the Empire of the Tsars – whose territory stretched from the Baltic Sea to the Pacific Ocean, believed it could help its French ally by pressing in on the German Empire from the East. It also saw itself as the champion of fellow Slavs: Poles under German rule in the eastern regions of Germany, Serbs threatened by Austria–Hungary, and the many Slav minorities in Austria–Hungary itself, Poles, Czechs, Slovenes, Slovaks, Serbs and Ruthenes among them.


The Germans were confident that, with the help of Austria– Hungary, with whom they had an alliance dating back a quarter of a century, they could force Russia out of the war and gain control of Russian Poland, with its capital, Warsaw, and its industrial city, Lodz. Germany also wanted to establish control over the Russian province of Courland, including the Baltic port city of Riga, and the land bordering on German East Prussia, including the cities of Vilna and Brest-Litovsk – integral parts of the Russian Empire for more than a hundred years.


The hopes of each combatant for rapid territorial gains and swift victories were illusions. By Christmas 1914, within six months of the start of the war, Germany and Austria–Hungary had both lost territory to Russia on the Eastern Front. On the Western Front, the triumphant German march on Paris had been halted at the Battle of the Marne in mid-September, and pushed back a week later at the Battle of the Aisne.


Following the Battle of the Aisne, the Germans attempted to break through to the English Channel. They were stopped by the end of October, at the first Battle of Ypres, a Belgian town that was to remain within the Allied lines for the rest of the war. Throughout November and December, when winter made fighting almost impossible, the contending armies in the West dug trenches and gun emplacements in a continuous line stretching from the North Sea to the Swiss border. Then, protected by their trenches, they faced each other across the No-Man’s Land that separated the trenches.


Briefly, at Christmas 1914, and again on New Year’s Day, soldiers on both sides laid down their weapons, crossed into No-Man’s Land, and fraternized. Some swapped beer or showed each other photographs of their families. Some played football. The higher commands on both sides ordered an end to this intimacy. A year later there were only minor truces.


Hardly had Britain declared war on Germany than the Secretary of State for War, Field Marshal Earl Kitchener of Khartoum – the victorious commander of the forces that had defeated the Mahdi of the Sudan sixteen years earlier – recognizing that war in Europe would require far more than the existing 160,000 men of the Regular Army, cast about for a means to raise volunteers on a substantial scale. His initial aim was an additional army of 100,000 men. Britain, which for the previous century had prided itself on the adequacy of its small, professional regular army, would have to accept that a nationwide effort was needed if the swift German military successes in Europe were to be checked and defeated.


At a meeting in the War Office on 19 August 1914, fifteen days after Britain had declared war on Germany, General Sir Henry Rawlinson – who was later to command the main British and Empire force on the Somme, the Fourth Army – suggested that men would be more willing to enlist if they knew they would serve with those whom they knew: friends, neighbours and workmates. Rawlinson asked a business acquaintance, Robert White, to raise a battalion of men who worked in the City of London. Within two hours of White opening a recruiting office, more than two hundred City workers enlisted. Six days later, the Stockbrokers’ Battalion had 1,600 men.


When the Earl of Derby – the dominant political figure in Lancashire – heard of White’s success he decided to form a battalion in Liverpool, opening a recruitment office there on August 28. By the end of the day 1,500 men had enlisted. It was Derby who first used the term a ‘battalion of pals’ to describe men who had been recruited locally.


On August 30, at St Swithun’s Church, East Grinstead, the Reverend W. Youard gave a sermon calling on the young men of his parish to volunteer. Youard suggested that all local sports clubs close down so that men would not be tempted to stay behind. The creator of Sherlock Holmes, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, who lived nearby, joined the campaign, telling the local men, ‘If the cricketer had a straight eye, let him look along the barrel of a rifle. If a footballer had strength of limb, let him serve and march in the field of battle.’ In response, Kitchener approved the creation of a Sportsman’s Battalion. It included two England cricketers, Patsy Hendren and Andrew Sandham, and the Lightweight boxing champion of England, Jerry Delaney. The Sportsman’s Battalion also included artists, authors, big-game hunters, clergymen and oarsmen.


A nationwide effort had begun. Kitchener encouraged towns and villages all over Britain to organize similar recruiting campaigns. Battalions were raised by local authorities, industrialists and committees of private citizens. A typical example was that of several army-age young men who had attended Winteringham Secondary School in Grimsby. They suggested to their former headmaster that he should form a battalion from his former pupils. By the end of October he had recruited more than a thousand former schoolboys into what they called the Grimsby Chums. Other schools, including five of Britain’s leading public schools, quickly formed their own battalions. The four Pals battalions recruited in Hull were known as the Hull Commercials, the Hull Tradesmen, the Hull Sportsmen and the Hull T’Others.


In the two months following the outbreak of war, more than fifty cities and towns in Britain formed Pals battalions. Lancashire, Yorkshire, Northumberland and Durham were the counties that raised the most. Larger cities formed several battalions: Manchester had fifteen; Hull had four; Liverpool, Birmingham and Glasgow had three. Many towns were able to raise at least two battalions. In Glasgow, one battalion was drawn from the drivers, conductors, mechanics and labourers of the city Tramways Department.


On 10 September 1914 the British Prime Minister, H. H. Asquith, told the House of Commons, ‘We have been recruiting during the past ten days substantially the same number of recruits as in past years have been recruited every year.’ These men would be needed; at the very moment when the debate in Britain was whether the war would be over before Christmas, or might last as long as the festive season, Kitchener predicted a sustained and harsh conflict that would require, if Germany were to be defeated, the appearance on the battlefield of an overwhelming force of new, well-trained and well-led divisions, able to deliver a decisive blow. The men of the New Army – soon known as Kitchener’s Army – were recruited from offices, football teams, cricket teams, coal mines and factories. Post Office employees, railway employees, tramway employees, coal miners, clerks: all clamoured to be allowed to serve. Whole streets of young men rushed to join up in a fever of patriotism that swept both Britain and its Empire.


Typical of the enlisting zeal, on 25 November 1914 eleven football players from the Heart of Midlothian team enlisted for a new battalion in Edinburgh. Two more members of the team joined up on the following day, with seven players from Raith Rovers – the team from Kirkaldy, in Fife – and six players from Falkirk. Then several players from another Edinburgh club, Hibernian, enlisted. It took only ten more days before 1,550 football players and fans had joined up, forming a complete battalion, the 16th Battalion, Royal Scots. It was soon known as the Sportsmen’s Battalion, the Football Battalion, and, most widely, McCrae’s Battalion, after Sir George McCrae, a former Member of Parliament for Edinburgh East, and Chairman of the Local Government Board for Scotland, who gathered its troops, prepared them for war, and was to command them on the Somme. ‘If McCrae’s are going out’, it was said in Scotland, ‘the Germans haven’t got long to live.’


Because many volunteers were smaller than the Army’s minimum height requirement of five foot five, the requirement was reduced to five foot one. Men between five foot one and five foot four were put into self-contained Bantam battalions. Four of these battalions were formed into a Bantam division, the 35th Infantry Division, of 4,000 men. Being smaller than their fellow New Army men, the Bantam soldiers had one advantage: they were less immediately visible to German snipers.


By the end of 1914, half a million New Army volunteers – five times Kitchener’s initial target – were under training in England. Those who clung to the hopes that the small, professional army was enough to defeat the Germans called them, derisively, the Featherbed Soldiers, but Kitchener was confident that they could be trained to the highest fighting standards. Central to his plan was that they would enter the conflict as a single entity. To this end he resisted all attempts to transfer the New Army battalions to the battlefield as each one was trained. According to his calculations, they would be ready, as a well-trained, single, powerful entity, by the early months of 1916. He would not allow them to be thrown into the battle before then, either as a complete force or piecemeal.


On 3 October 1914, while the New Army battalions were being raised in Britain, the largest crowd ever assembled in St John’s, Newfoundland, the capital of Britain’s smallest Dominion, gathered to cheer the departure across the Atlantic of the first contingent of the Newfoundland Regiment: 535 volunteers who were determined to make their contribution to the defeat of Germany. ‘You’ll be back in six weeks,’ called out some of the watching crowd. One onlooker called out in mock derision, ‘There goes the picnic party!’ A few months later he too volunteered; he was killed on the Somme, at Gueudecourt, in October 1916.


Known as the First Five Hundred, the first Newfoundland volunteers began their training in Britain in the rain, mud and icy winds of Salisbury Plain. A few miles away, men from their neighbouring, larger Dominion, soldiers of the Canadian Infantry Brigade, were also in training. They too would fight on the Somme.


Throughout 1915, the British and French armies attempted to break through the German lines, determined to drive the German troops from north-eastern France and from Belgium. It was a noble vision. The French city of Lille, only seven miles behind German lines, would be liberated. The most productive industrial region of France would be renewed. Brussels, the Belgian capital, would see an end to German military rule, and be restored to its King. None of this happened: the Anglo-French offensives of 1915 were halted by an enemy that had dug deep trenches from which its troops could fight, built fortified strongpoints from which machine-gun fire could be directed against the attacker, and erected barbed-wire defences that could be breached only after facing intense rifle and machine-gun fire.


Along the narrow but unbroken line of the trenches, stretching from the North Sea to the Swiss border, the soil, farms and woods of France and Flanders were scarred and ravaged by a year of fighting. Artillery on both sides fired their explosive shells against the facing defenders. Tens of thousands of soldiers were killed in each of the contending armies. At the end of 1915 the line of trenches on the Western Front, with its ever-thickening barbed-wire entanglements on both sides, its ever-stronger machine-gun defences on the German side, and its well-defended artillery positions, was virtually the same line as at the start of the year.


A series of British attempts to break the line, most notably at Neuve-Chapelle in March and at Loos in September, had failed to do so, at heavy cost in dead and wounded. At Neuve-Chapelle, 11,000 British soldiers were killed or wounded. At Loos the number of casualties was 61,000, of whom 7,760 were killed. As the cost in human life mounted, for almost no military gain, British policymakers began to wonder if the stalemate and slaughter of trench warfare was the way to victory. Winston Churchill, whose twenty-eight-year-old cousin Norman Leslie, a captain in the Rifle Brigade, was killed in action in October 1914, was among those in the British government who felt there must be some alternative, as he expressed it, to ‘chewing barbed wire in Flanders’.


One such alternative had been found in early 1915: an attack on the Turkish Ottoman Empire. After Germany had won Turkey to its side in October 1914, most politicians and military commanders in Britain and France were confident they could bring the so-called ‘Sick Man of Europe’ to its knees. Two areas seemed possible points of attack. The first was Turkey-in-Europe, centred on Constantinople. The second was Turkey’s vast Near Eastern regions, including Syria, Palestine, the Sinai desert bordering on Egypt, and Mesopotamia (now Iraq), where British troops had landed in October 1914, advancing to Basra, and with their sights on Baghdad.


In April 1915, Italy joined Britain, France, Russia and Serbia – the Entente Powers, soon to be known as the Allied Powers. The Italian government was confident that it would secure large swathes of Austro-Hungarian and Turkish territory the moment these two empires had been defeated. But a two-phased Anglo-French effort to reach Constantinople in early 1915 ended in failure. That March, a naval attack, for which Churchill, then First Lord of the Admiralty, was responsible, tried to push through the Dardanelles by ships alone, but was foiled by an undetected Turkish minefield. Sixty-seven British and 600 French sailors were killed in the attempt, which, to Churchill’s chagrin, was not renewed, even with increased minesweeping vigilance.


In April 1915 a military landing, for which Lord Kitchener, as Secretary of State for War, was responsible, was made on the Gallipoli Peninsula, which overlooked the Dardanelles. It met with strong opposition from Turkish forces commanded and led by German officers. In the assault on the Gallipoli Peninsula, 34,000 British and Empire troops were killed, including Australian and New Zealand (Anzac) forces who had come by sea halfway round the world, and some of the First Five Hundred from Newfoundland. Also killed were 10,000 French troops and 80,000 Turkish soldiers. But the peninsula could not be taken, and after nine months of intense fighting the Gallipoli enterprise was abandoned.


Churchill, the architect of the naval assault at the Dardanelles, while remaining a Member of Parliament, left the government and went to the Western Front as a lieutenant colonel, commanding a Scottish battalion in the trenches just south of Ploegsteert Wood. Kitchener, the architect of the military landings at Gallipoli, remained in London as Secretary of State for War, preparing for the campaigns of 1916, and for the first appearance of his New Army on the battlefields of Europe.


An Allied army of 133,000 men was evacuated from Gallipoli in three stages, the first two on 20 December 1915, from Suvla and Anzac, the third on 9 January 1916 from Helles. Those evacuated included British, French, Australian, New Zealand, Newfoundland and Indian troops. Among them was a future British Prime Minister, Clement Attlee. The evacuation took place without casualties. The troops were available to fight elsewhere, including on the Western Front.


In the summer of 1915 the Austro-Hungarian Army struck at Serbia, which had repelled its first attacks in August and September 1914. To come to the aid of Serbia, British and French troops landed at the Greek port city of Salonika, with its direct road and rail access northward to Serbia. But it was too late. Austro-Hungarian troops, having defeated the outnumbered Serbian Army and overrun Serbia, hurried southward and established an impenetrable line of trenches twenty miles north of Salonika. In a hilly, precipitous landscape, they pinned down the Anglo-French forces into a small perimeter, with their backs to the Aegean Sea.


There was going to be no swift victory – possibly no victory at all – either against the Turks, who were tenaciously defending their positions in Mesopotamia, or against the Austrians north of Salonika: the two fronts so much favoured by those British and French leaders and strategists who were known as the Easterners. The focus of potential victory turned once more to the trench lines on the Western Front.


To prepare for the coming battles, the British Army established, on 14 October 1915, the Machine Gun Corps, to provide trained machine-gunners for every battalion. The Lewis gun, designed by an American Army colonel, Isaac Newton Lewis, was superior to the existing Vickers gun, and would be available in the new year. It could fire up to seven hundred bullets a minute, in short, lethal bursts. It needed only one man to carry and fire it, and a second man to carry the ammunition, as against four men to do the same tasks for the Vickers gun.


Because the Machine Gun Corps did such destructive work, it quickly became the target of every weapon on the battlefield. For this reason its members were known as the Suicide Club. But it was they, and their German opposite numbers, who dealt out the deadly fire, as the infantrymen on both sides were to discover. On the Machine Gun Corps Memorial at Hyde Park in London is inscribed a verse from the Book of Samuel: ‘Saul has slain his thousands, and David his ten thousands.’
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The prospect: ‘To break through and win victory’


THE INFLUENCE OF those in British policymaking circles who wanted to find an area of potential victory other than the Western Front had been much weakened by the Gallipoli evacuation, and by the lack of progress on the Salonika and Mesopotamia fronts. As a result of these setbacks, the Allied leaders looked to the Western and Russian fronts for victory. On 6 December 1915, only two days after the decision was made in London to evacuate the Gallipoli Peninsula, a meeting was held at French military headquarters at Chantilly, intended to produce a grand design for the defeat of Germany and Austria–Hungary in 1916.


The meeting at Chantilly was presided over by the Supreme Commander of the French forces, General Joffre. The senior British representative was the Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Force, Field Marshal Sir John French. Senior Russian and Italian generals were also present. A bold plan was devised. Large-scale offensives would be carried out as simultaneously as possible by Britain, France, Italy and Russia on different fronts, preventing the resources of Germany and Austria–Hungary being concentrated in any single war zone.


Russian forces, after an initial advance deep into East Prussia, had been driven out by the Germans in 1915. By the beginning of 1916 Russia had lost large swathes of its own western provinces to Germany. Under the plan agreed at Chantilly, the Russian Army would carry out a double-pronged attack, combining a northern offensive against the Germans and a southern offensive against the Austro-Hungarians.


Italy, having earlier been unsuccessful on its Austrian front in the second half of 1915, would strike again across the Isonzo River with a view to penetrating deep into Austria (it was only thirty miles from the Isonzo to the Austrian city of Villach).


Britain and France would carry out a joint offensive on the Western Front, in Picardy, on either side of the River Somme. Because the Russian Army needed time to recover its equilibrium after the setbacks of 1915, the date set at the Chantilly Conference for the combined British, French and Russian offensives was spring 1916, six months ahead.


On 19 December 1915 Sir Douglas Haig, commander of the British First Army, succeeded Sir John French as Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Force. He was fifty-four years old, a veteran of the fighting in the Sudan in 1898, in South Africa in 1900, and of the previous year’s fighting on the Western Front – a front on which he believed that victory over Germany could be secured. It was not at Montreuil, Haig’s headquarters in France, however, but in London that the decisions were to be made as to how the British Expeditionary Force should be used.


On December 28, nine days after Haig’s appointment, the War Committee in London – the Cabinet’s inner war policymaking group, presided over by the Prime Minister, H. H. Asquith – discussed and endorsed the decisions of the Chantilly Conference. The official minutes of the committee recorded its conclusion that France and Flanders were to be ‘the main theatres of operations’, that every effort should be made to carry out the offensive ‘next spring’, and that it should be done in close co-operation with the other Allied Powers.


A day after the committee meeting, one of its members, A. J. Balfour – a former Prime Minister who had been First Lord of the Admiralty since May 1915 – put the case forward for the Easterners, who still felt victory could be secured by attacks on the perimeter. He was convinced that the major Western Front offensive – as agreed to both by the generals at Chantilly and by his own political colleagues in London – would almost certainly fail. The Germans, he pointed out, ‘are straining every nerve to make their line impregnable’. The British forces ‘have found no sufficient reply to the obstacles provided by successive lines of trenches, the unlimited use of barbed wire, and the machine guns’.


Balfour went on to ask his colleagues whether the Entente Powers – Britain, France, Italy, Russia and Serbia – could afford to fight in conditions ‘which may involve a far heavier loss of men for them than for their opponents’. He was worried that, at the end of the planned offensive, the strategic position would be unchanged, ‘while the attackers have lost far more men than the attacked’, creating a condition of ‘extreme peril for the Entente’.


Balfour was rebuked by Lord Kitchener, who, in his written reply, set out the reasons for continuing with the offensive. Germany’s ‘primary objective’, Kitchener wrote, was ‘to establish a predominant position in Europe, first by crushing France completely, and then by compelling her other adversaries to accept the terms she chooses to dictate’.


The strength of the Germans’ position was clear to Kitchener. ‘They are in occupation of the whole of Belgium and all the north-eastern provinces of France comprising the most valuable mining and manufacturing districts in that country. They may well conclude that, providing they can continue to hold their gains, they will be in a favourable position to impose their own peace terms, and that the Allies will tire of the struggle before they themselves do so.’ Kitchener was also worried that, unless there was a major offensive in the spring of 1916, it would be very difficult for Britain ‘to sustain the strain imposed on us by keeping our forces in the field during the winter for a spring campaign of 1917, and that France will be also in a similar condition’. If, as Balfour advocated, the next Allied offensive were delayed, Kitchener insisted that Britain would ‘be running a great risk of losing the war through the exhaustion of our resources’.


In France, on 8 January 1916, Sir Douglas Haig travelled from his headquarters at Montreuil to Hinges, for a conference with his three army commanders. He asked them to ‘work out schemes’ for preliminary operations ‘to wear out the Enemy and exhaust his reserves’, and for ‘a decisive attack made with the object of piercing the enemy lines’. Ten days later, during a full day’s discussion with his Chief of Staff, General Kiggell, and Kiggell’s deputy, General Butler, Haig, who was growing in confidence, elaborated on his concept of a ‘decisive attack’. Once the Germans had been worn down and used up their reserves – but not until then – a ‘mass of troops’ would be thrown in ‘at some points where the Enemy has shown himself to be weak’, with the definite objective ‘to break through and win victory’.


In London, Kitchener had been emphatic at the end of December that the British forces in France needed to renew their offensive. When a Conservative member of the War Committee, Austen Chamberlain, asked on January 13 if a German offensive on the Russian front might call for the British to ‘settle down to the defensive’ in France, Kitchener again argued the case for action, telling his colleagues that ‘the only chance of finishing the war this year was by a great offensive in the West.’


Kitchener looked to victory on the Western Front in 1916. Many of his colleagues, including the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Reginald McKenna, feared ‘the exhaustion of our resources’, warning ominously that ‘if we were exhausted, we were done.’ If this were so, commented the Minister of Munitions, David Lloyd George, ‘we should have nothing to bargain with.’ The possibility of having to negotiate a compromise peace was never far from the surface.


As the debate continued, Lloyd George pointed out that Britain had already participated in two offensives on the Western Front in 1915, ‘both of which had come to nothing’. His was the voice of caution: ‘We could not have another of the same sort. That would amount to a defeat. Therefore we ought to delay until we were really strong enough.’


Lloyd George’s dislike of a renewed offensive on the Western Front was strong. ‘In the main,’ he told the War Committee, ‘it was our business to sit tight on the Western frontier,’ and take the offensive against the Turks ‘in Egypt, Mesopotamia, or Salonika’. Or, he argued, Britain and France could remain on the defensive on the Western Front, while sending heavy guns and equipment to the Eastern Front, to support the forthcoming Russian offensive against Germany. ‘Russia had a long front,’ Lloyd George noted, ‘and it might be easier to break through on it.’


As the debate for and against another offensive on the Western Front gathered momentum, Kitchener’s viewpoint was crucial. His colleagues in the War Committee – Liberal politicians who had brought him into their midst to ward off Conservative criticism that they were not truly war-minded – spoke with an authority, based on his rank and high place in public esteem, that could not easily be challenged. On January 14 he wrote privately to Haig, ‘There is no doubt a strong feeling against another offensive in France, owing to failures hitherto. But, unless we can impose a peace by force of arms this year, we will run a terrible risk of an unsatisfactory stalemate peace which will certainly necessitate hostilities again in about five years.’


Kitchener added that the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, General Sir William Robertson, the most senior military official in London, was ‘fighting splendidly’ for a Western Front offensive in 1916, ‘but has his work cut out for him by the politicians’.


When the War Committee met on February 22 it had in front of it a letter from Haig, stating that May or June would be the earliest possible date for a British offensive on the Somme, along a fourteen-mile front. Once more the committee endorsed the Western Front offensive, for the dates Haig had given.


The Department of the Somme was created in 1790 as an administrative entity consisting of almost all the ancient French province of Picardy. Its rolling hills had seen many battles. Julius Caesar and his Roman legions fought their way through this rural countryside fifty-seven years before the birth of Christ. One legacy of Rome was the road that, straight as a die, still links Albert and Bapaume, striding across the 1916 battlefield.


The Romans were not the last invaders before the armies of the German Kaiser in 1914. In the ninth and tenth centuries it was the Nordic Vikings who ravaged the land. In 1330, as part of the destructive Hundred Years War, English soldiers tramped the lanes of Picardy, led by their warrior king Edward III. The English defeated the French then, and did so again in 1415, led by King Henry V. On his way to victory at Agincourt, Henry and his army went through Beaumont-Hamel, where the descendants of his soldiers were to fight and fall in July and November 1916.


In the early seventeenth century, Saxon troops of the Holy Roman Emperor marched through the Somme, reaching Corbie, which they besieged for four years, before Louis XIII drove them away. During the fighting between 1636 and 1640, the chateau at Querrieu was burned down. The rebuilt chateau was to be General Rawlinson’s Fourth Army headquarters in 1916.


Germans and Frenchmen fought on the Somme again in 1870, during the Franco-Prussian War. A memorial at Pont-Noyelles, less than a mile from Querrieu, commemorates the victory on 23 December 1870 of General Faidherbe, commander of the French Army of the North, against the invading Prussian Army. Another Franco-Prussian War memorial stands today at Le Transloy, towards which Rawlinson’s Fourth Army struggled in vain in October 1916.


The French again fought the Germans on the Somme during the opening months of the First World War. On 28 August 1914, at Sailly-Saillisel, Rocquigny and Morval, French reservists had been outnumbered and outgunned as the German Army swept past on the way to Paris. In the local cemetery at Le Transloy is a memorial column in memory of the French soldiers killed during the fighting that day, hampered in their defensive action by the dense fog that can be a feature of the Somme. Many were killed by the Germans as they lay wounded.


What was to become the Somme battlefield in July 1916 has many resonances from this earlier struggle. Visible from Caterpillar Valley Cemetery today is a memorial cross to Captain Henri de Monclin and those of his soldiers killed in the fighting there on 28 September 1914. The town of Albert, which was to become a pivot of the British offensive in 1916, was first shelled by the Germans on 29 September 1914, as they fell back from their thrust to Paris.


By the winter of 1914/15 the opposing armies were separated by a line of trenches from the North Sea to the Swiss border. That line ran through the Somme, and was defended by Breton soldiers, far from their homes in Brittany. A memorial in the village of Ovillers – later one of the objectives of the 1 July 1916 attacks – recalls the death of those Bretons who fell there in action on 7 December 1914.


Calm fell on Picardy and the Somme in January 1915, but it was deceptive. With methodical determination, from the first months of 1915 the Germans began to fortify their line of trenches with deep dugouts and concrete strongpoints. Those just east of the River Ancre were put in place by General von Wundt, commanding the 51st Reserve Infantry. Two strongpoints that were to prove severe obstacles to the attackers on 1 July 1916 were the Schwaben Redoubt and the Leipzig Redoubt.


British troops took over a fourteen-mile sector of French-held trenches in the chalky, rolling countryside north of the River Somme during a routine adjustment of the Allied front line at the end of 1915. They were not pleased with what they found. According to their standards – which were still not as high as those of the Germans – the French trenches had not been properly maintained. Because the Somme had been a quiet part of the Western Front for most of 1915, the French had allocated relatively few troops to defend it. In many places the raised parapets were no protection from an enemy sniper. In many sections one front-line trench did not connect with the next. The parados – the parapet behind the trench, giving protection from the rear – was frequently overgrown with brambles. Barbed wire had not been put in place at the edge of No-Man’s Land. An air of neglect permeated the line.


Some of the German divisions facing the French in the line of trenches north of the Somme had been there since the end of 1914. The German soldiers had been diligent in preparing deep trenches and strong dugouts; nor had there ever been a day without some clash, some artillery bombardment, some trench mortar attacks, some burst of machine-gun fire, which led to death and injury.


A British second lieutenant, Hugh Freston, of the 3rd Battalion, Royal Berkshire Regiment, joined his battalion near Albert six days before Christmas 1915. In the trenches facing La Boisselle on 24 January 1916 he was inspecting a dugout that had been heavily shelled, and was talking to some stretcher-bearers, when more shells fell and he was killed. He was twenty-four years old. In one of his poems he had written:




After I am dead,


And have become part of the soil of France,


This much remember of me:


I was a great sinner, a great lover, and life puzzled me very much.


Ah love! I would have died for love!


Love can do so much, both rightly and wrongly.


It remembers mothers, and little children,


And lots of other things.


O men unborn, I go now, my work unfinished!


I pass on the problem to you: the world will hate you: be brave!





Second Lieutenant Freston is buried in Bécourt Military Cemetery on the outskirts of Albert.


In response to the decisions of the Chantilly Conference to embark upon attacks on the Somme in the spring of 1916, a vast British army was on its way to billets in France in readiness for the Somme offensive. Two hundred thousand fighting men were available for the Big Push. These included regular soldiers of the British Army who had been in action since the first weeks of the war; Territorial soldiers, part of more than seventy battalions raised in Britain between 1907 and 1914 under a pre-war volunteer recruiting scheme for home defence; men of the 29th Division, veterans of the fighting at Gallipoli, including Australians, New Zealanders and Newfoundlanders; and, numerically the largest group, the men of Kitchener’s New Army.


One of the New Army soldiers, the footballer Pat Crossan – a member of McCrae’s Battalion, and an exceptionally fast right back – wrote to his pre-war manager on February 10, ‘I think that instead of fighting we should take the Fritzes on at football. I am certain we would do it on them.’


Many of the Pals battalions, like the Accrington Pals, the Bradford Pals, the Halifax Pals, the Leeds Pals, the Liverpool Pals and the Salford Pals, were from the north of England, but Pals battalions came from all over Britain. The Swansea Pals were to be among the pride of Wales. These battalions, each of a thousand men and more, representing the close-knit, territorial nature of pre-1914 British life, were to fight – and die – on the Somme amid a fierce comradeship.


In France, preparations for battle were continuous. On March 1, General Sir Henry Rawlinson took over command of the Fourth Army, which would bear the brunt of the fighting. Two days later, Lieutenant Bernard White, of the 20th (1st Tyneside Scottish) Battalion, Northumberland Fusiliers, a twenty-nine-year-old publisher and writer, wrote to a friend, ‘We are here for a short rest before going into the trenches again. “Rest” is a military term meaning “out of danger from anything but long-range fire and aerial bombs”; but it does not necessarily mean ease. There are kit inspections, anti-gas helmet inspections, ration inspections, rifle inspections, foot inspections to be arranged. Also route marches, bathing parades, laundry parades, working parties (arranged for the sublime and impudent slackers that accompany us).’


‘Trench warfare is monotonous’, Lieutenant White explained, ‘but fairly safe. Snipers do the most damage, although shellfire is worse when it is unexpected. Given a little warning, one can get under cover from these veritable machines of iniquity; but if one comes plump into a billet, then it is sure to take its toll of life, for its ravages are widespread.’


Lieutenant White was killed on the first day of the Battle of the Somme. His body was never identified. His name is inscribed on the Thiepval Memorial to the Missing.


On March 6, at his headquarters chateau at Querrieu, General Rawlinson held his first conference with his corps commanders, Generals Congreve, Morland and Hunter-Weston. After outlining the overall plan, he asked them to make their preliminary preparations, selecting sites for artillery batteries, building observation posts for the artillery, and laying telephone cables. This last was the task of the Royal Engineers, who, on April 1, began to lay cable lines forward of divisional headquarters, digging them six feet deep to protect them from shelling by German 5.9-inch shells. More than 7,000 miles of deep-dug wire were laid during the coming three months, in addition to 43,000 miles of above-ground cable. Plans were also begun for different means of communication, principally wireless, soldier runners, dogs and pigeons.


Britain’s Carrier Pigeon Service consisted of four hundred men, employing 22,000 pigeons and 150 mobile lofts on the Western Front, at the time of the Armistice in November 1918. More than 100,000 pigeons were used by British forces during the First World War. During the fighting on the Somme, the French Army used 5,000 carrier pigeons. Only two per cent of the birds released failed to return.


To ensure that the advancing troops would be able to communicate their whereabouts as they moved forward – a crucial element in artillery co-operation – lamps, flags, discs, shutters and fans were assembled, to be used in signalling to the Royal Artillery observers watching from vantage points on hills and in trees, and to the Royal Flying Corps observers who would be flying over the battlefield. Klaxon horns were distributed to the aviators. A long blast on the horn would mean ‘Where are you?’, to which the reply would be given by coloured flares.


Even in the build-up before the battle, death was a daily occurrence. On April 22, twenty-one-year-old Private William McBride, Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, was killed just south of the River Ancre. His grave is in the Lonsdale war cemetery at Authuille, south of Thiepval Wood. Two days later nineteen-year-old Private George Curnew, 1st Battalion, Newfoundland Regiment, was killed by a German sniper less than two miles to the north, while working on the parapet of the trenches to which the Newfoundlanders had been sent, opposite the German-held village of Beaumont-Hamel. He is buried in Mesnil Ridge Cemetery.


It was a slow, steady process of attrition, soon to be accelerated and multiplied many-thousandfold.


On February 21, as British plans for a Somme offensive went ahead, the German High Command launched a military offensive 150 miles to the south-east, against the French fortress of Verdun. Even if the German soldiers could not capture the city itself, the German Commander-in-Chief, General Erich von Falkenhayn, believed that an unrelenting German assault could bleed the French armies defending it.


With the launching of the German attack on Verdun, the French faced a fearsome struggle. While the outcome of that struggle was still unclear, Haig was making his plans for a British offensive that would lead to an end to the stalemate of trench warfare. On March 24 he drafted instructions for the training of the cavalry divisions at his disposal. When a break in the German lines had been made, ‘cavalry and mobile troops must be at hand to advance at once to make a bridgehead (until relieved by infantry) beyond the gap with the object of checking hostile reserves which the Enemy might rush up, and to give time for our own divisions to deploy.’ At the same time, mounted troops would co-operate with the main attacking force ‘in widening the gap’, both by operating in the rear of any German defences that were holding out and by extending the flank of the ‘bridgehead’ as a protection to the outer flanks of the attacking forces.


In addition to the men of Kitchener’s New Army, and the Territorials, an important influx of troops in preparation for the Battle of the Somme came with the men of the 29th Division, who had been evacuated from Gallipoli three months earlier. Among the first to arrive in France were the men of the Newfoundland Regiment. On March 25, having travelled by ship from Suez to Marseille, and then by train from Marseille to Pont-Remy, eight miles south-east of Abbeville, they reached Pont-Remy Station at two in the morning. From the station they crossed a river on the bridge – the pont – that gave the town its name. That river was the Somme. From there they marched three miles in the darkness, in cold and rain, to their billets at Buigny-l’Abbé.


The urgency for a plan of attack on the Somme intensified as the German assault on Verdun claimed increasingly heavy losses. Within a month of the German assault, the French had suffered enormous casualties: 90,000 men had been killed or wounded. The ring of fortresses around Verdun held, but at an Anglo-French conference in Paris on March 28 the French political and military leaders spoke openly of their heavy losses at Verdun, and impressed upon the two senior British representatives present, Lord Kitchener and General Sir William Robertson, that it was ‘time for the British to play their part’.


Kitchener reported this call to Haig, whom he visited at Montreuil on March 29, on his way back to London. Haig told him that ‘I never had any intention of attacking with all available troops except in an emergency to save the French, and Paris perhaps from capture.’ Haig added, ominously, ‘I have not got an army in France really, but a collection of divisions untrained for the field.’ The actual fighting army would ‘evolve’ from these divisions.


An essential element in the early planning stages of the offensive, whatever the precise date might be, was to establish a site to which the seriously wounded men could be brought from the battlefield for emergency treatment, before being sent by train to the main base hospitals near the coast – the largest in Etaples, others in Rouen and Boulogne. On April 1 a casualty clearing station was set up near the village of Heilly, less than eight miles from the front-line trenches facing La Boisselle. Within two months, ten more casualty clearing stations had been set up.


The numbers that would be involved in the Big Push were enormous. Facilities had to be found, in the first instance, for at least seven weeks’ lodging for more than 400,000 men and 100,000 horses. The road and rail communications in the area immediately behind the front were poor, with only one road of sufficient quality to be used night and day to take troops and supplies up to the front. This was the road linking Contay, Hédauville, Englebelmer, Martinsart and Aveluy. Because the local chalk was too soft for roadbuilding, heavier chalk that could take the mass of transport that would use the roads was brought from Cornwall and the Channel Islands.


To ensure sufficient water for the troops, for drinking, washing and laundry, as well as for the supply, artillery and cavalry horses, pumping sets were brought from Britain, including two powerful steam fire engines from the London County Council. More than 300 lorries, some with 550-gallon tanks, brought water to the billets. Pipes were laid down to take water forward as far as possible, to water points at the front. Initially these water points consisted of waterproof canvas tanks holding 2,000 gallons each. Steel ‘bandages’ were prepared for the swift repair of water pipes damaged by German gunfire.


On 1 April 1916 it was decided that a new standard-gauge railway line would be needed, running seventeen miles between Candas and Acheux. This would provide four supply railheads, and could carry fifteen trains a day. A second new line, giving three railheads, was built on the ten-mile stretch from Daours to Contay, and the existing spur line from Dernancourt was extended to supply the artillery positions near Méaulte. This spur was eventually extended further, forming what became known as The Loop, east of the Fricourt–Bray road. A major railway supply siding was laid out at Buire – known to the British as Edge Hill – to which a mass of materiel – the equipment, apparatus and supplies of a twentieth-century military force – would be brought, and then moved forward by road. New sidings, depots and platforms were also built at Vignacourt and Flesselles. In all, fifty-five miles of new railway track were laid.
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