The Somme Battlefield

Peter Furtado introduces one of the most traumatic places in British military history.


Each cemetery – over 250 in total – marks a point in the battle, the location of a casualty station or a scene of appalling slaughter. The chalk lines are all that remains of the maze of trenches and tunnels frenetically dug by both sides (apart from one or two places where they have been preserved, notably the Newfoundland Memorial Park), while even ninety years on, the fields still yield a constant harvest of gruesome relics of the destruction that took place here. There are a few other, albeit dramatic, relics on the ground – the 100-metre diameter Lochnagar crater, a small rough patch once known as the Glory Hole – but in the main the countryside is restored to human use. A casual visitor would find it hard to trace the complex course of the battle as few places on the battlefield offer more than a discreet plaque about the tumultuous events of ninety years ago, but guides to the key sites and a great deal of other literature on what happened are freely available. The inhabitants of this part of the Somme are well-used to seeing British visitors, and they are bracing themselves for many more, this summer.

The Battle of the Somme, July-November 1916, was the largest military encounter in history to date, involving over 1.5 million men. After a year of stalemate, the Allied High Command had met at Chantilly in December 1915 to plan an offensive in the west simultaneous with a Russian attack on the eastern front and an Italian from the south. The ‘big push’ in the West, along a 25-mile front, would take place in the rolling downland of the Somme Department, an area chosen less for any intrinsic strategic importance than because it was where sector manned by the British Expeditionary Force in the north met with that of the French army, in the south.

The urgency of the offensive rose dramatically in French eyes when the Germans launched a massive assault on the French fortresses surrounding Verdun from February 1916, stretching French resources to breaking point, Marshall Joffre pressed his counterpart, the British Commander-in-Chief Alexander Haig, to begin the attack to the north. But logistical difficulties held the attack back until July 1st.

Haig planned a huge week-long artillery bombardment on the German lines to destroy the German defences and allow a relatively unopposed advance – of thirteen British and six French divisions – along a front sufficiently wide to create an opportunity for the use of cavalry for the first time in the war. A British army of 500,000 men was assembled, with 100,000 in the front line.

But the bombardment made relatively little impact on the German defences, failing to cut the wire as planned, or to dislodge the defenders in their dugouts cut deep in the chalky hills. When the attack was launched, at 7.30am on July 1st, the British infantry proved easy targets for German machine gunners. The result was the worst casualty list in history – 19,420 dead and almost 40,000 wounded on that day alone. Yet Haig, and Sir Henry Rawlinson, commander of the 4th Army which did the bulk of the fighting, felt there was no alternative but to continue the assault, pointing to Allied successes in the south of the line and near Thiepval where the 36th (Ulster) Division had successfully taken their objective, though they had had to fall back later in the day through lack of support. Further to the south, the French had also made some significant gains.

Erich von Falkenhayn, the German commander-in-chief until August, ordered that ‘not one foot of ground be lost’ – and the result was a battle of continuing bloodshed and destruction which continued until the autumn rain made further movement impossible. By that time, and despite introducing tanks to the battlefield for the first time, the Allies had moved forward just six miles, but the German army was also exhausted and had abandoned its assault on Verdun. More than a million men, on both sides, had been killed, wounded or taken prisoner.

While the Somme, overshadowed by the immensity of Verdun, plays a relatively minor place in French memory of the War, it has assumed epic proportions in Britain and become a byword for the futile waste of the mechanized warfare and blundering leadership that seemed to epitomize the entire effort of 1914-18. One reason is the decimation suffered by many communities throughout the country. The British army of 1916 was a new one, made up in large part from volunteers who had responded to the appeal for men of Lord Kitchener, Secretary of State for War; and many of the formations that suffered the worst casualties were the so-called ‘pals battalions’, made up of groups of friends and colleagues from particular towns or even workplaces, who had volunteered together. As a result, many places, especially in the north – Leeds, Liverpool, Barnsley and Accrington, for example – suffered huge losses. The idealism with which these men had volunteered for service matched that of the junior officers, who notoriously suffered grievously in the first wave of attacks. As a result, the battle became, and has remained, a national trauma somewhat similar to that of Gallipoli for the Australians. Lutyens’ great monument at Thiepval – the site of a strongly defended German redoubt whose capture was an objective for the first day of the battle but which did not fall until the end of September – being the largest memorial on the Western front, dominating the countryside for miles and listing the names of 73,336 men killed on the Somme but with no known grave. The disaster has given rise to what some historians have considered to be myths, which can conceal as much as they reveal. Most notoriously, claims have often been made that it demonstrates a definitive example of brave and idealistic young men killed needlessly by butchers and bunglers in high command (‘lions led by donkeys’ in Alan Clark’s famous phrase), an idea enshrined in the poetry of men like Robert Graves, himself so badly wounded on the Somme that he was left for – and reported – dead. An associated idea is that the British troops were weighed down by packs weighing 66lb or more. Historians today are beginning to questions some of these assumptions, arguing for example that although Haig’s plan failed, it was appropriate to the political pressures he faced and the technical capabilities at his disposal, and that the British were quick to learn from their failures. They also point out that the extraordinary casualty figures were due to German obduracy as much as to the callousness of the British high command. Similarly, historians from the Imperial War Museum have noted that the first wave of attackers, at least, did not carry such absurdly heavy packs as many writers claim.
The scale and length of the operation meant that the battle comprised hundreds of separate dramas, and thousands of individual stories have been reconstructed of the men who fought there. The Imperial War Museum – which was itself founded in 1917 to record just the kind of personal sacrifice seen at the Somme – has created an online exhibition of the battle, told through the stories of men who were there. Men such as Bill Nevill, a schoolteacher turned consummate professional soldier who encouraged his men over the top (to German bemusement) by booting two footballs into no-man’s-land near Malmaison, and offering to reward the first man to kick them into the enemy trenches (he himself died moments later). Or Geoffrey Malins, the official cameraman who risked his life to take remarkable, moving footage of the action on the first morning which was made into a film shown across the country (and to new recruits) a few weeks later. Or J.R.R. Tolkien, recently graduated from Oxford, who spent the summer in and out of the front line before being invalided home in October, and whose experiences of 1916 formed a formative element in his later fictions. Or Stefan Westman, a German medical officer who survived the vast British artillery bombardment at Beaumont Hamel, and continued to serve until the Armistice in 1918 – and in 1933 emigrated to Britain where he set up a successful Harley St practice. Through stories such as these, presented through the words and artefacts of the time, the true range of experiences and feelings of the time can be explored.

Despite the frequent stress laid on the British experience at the Somme, the battle was a truly international one, with (besides French and German) troops from Canada, Newfoundland (whose regiment of 790 men took 90 per cent casualties on July 1st), South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, West Indies, India, China, Senegal, North Africa, Madagascar, Somalia, Indochine, and others. The Historial de la Grande Guerre, a new, graphic and airy museum of the War in the ancient château of nearby Peronne, is staging an exhibition of the Battle as a ‘world arena’, looking at the contribution of men from around the world to this great event. The Historial also runs an outpost by the Thiepval memorial, which serves as perhaps the best introduction to the battle on the ground. 

