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The Battle of the Somme was the largest and bloodiest battle of the First 

World War on the Western Front, with more than one million men killed 

or wounded – of whom were 420,000 British soldiers, 57,420 on the first 

day alone. 

Following several failures in 1915, at discussions at Chantilly in 

December the French and British committed themselves to a strategy of 

combined offensives against the Central Powers in 1916, including an 

offensive on the River Somme.   Initial plans were for the French army to 

undertake the major part, with Fourth Army of the British Expeditionary 

Force (BEF) supporting them immediately to their north.   However when 

the German Army began the epic Battle of Verdun on the Meuse to the 

south-east on 21 February 1916, French commanders diverted many of 

their divisions intended for the Somme, and the ‘supporting’ attack by 

the British on the north bank of the river became instead the main effort. 

The first day of the battle was of some success for the French and 

Fourth Army in the south of the British sector, with the Germans forced 

out of their first line defensive system, but elsewhere the British attacks 

largely failed, due to the massive artillery barrage not being able - so it 

was soon realised, too late - to destroy the Germans’ wire, their deep 

bunkers or much of their artillery.   The Germans simply emerged 

immediately the barrages were lifted and broke the attacks with mass 

rifle and machine-gun fire at short range.   The first day on the Somme 

was the worst day in the history of the British Army, which suffered 

nearly 20,000 killed.   In many sectors north of Mametz few men 

reached the German trenches, and those that did or managed to get 

beyond the first line would be cut off by artillery fire and enemy emerging 

behind them, and rarely supported by the reinforcements which were 

planned but unable to get through. 



The Somme is chiefly remembered for these catastrophic  British losses 

on that day, but there then followed a series of fiercely-contested 

attritional battles in what for all armies on the Western Front  was 

becoming a war not just of morale, of will or even of manpower, but of 

national industrial might.   15 September 1916 saw the first-ever use of 

tanks in the action known as the Battle of Flers-Courcelette, and the 

importance of air-power too continued to grow.    

The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) at that time comprised the 

remnants of the pre-war Regular Army, the Territorial Force and the New 

Army recruited after the start of the war - Kitchener's citizen volunteers, 

many in ‘pals battalions’ recruited from the same places and 

occupations.    In practice there was little to distinguish between these 

different elements.   The army in France was now approaching its 

maximum strength in numbers but was still developing in terms of 

tactics, technology, command and control. 

The Somme is the source of more mythology and misinterpretation of 

the Great War than any other action in which Britain participated, with 

the possible exception of the campaign at Gallipoli. 

 

 

10th East Yorks (the ‘Hull Commercials’) on the march four days before the start of 

the battle – Douellens 28 June 1916.   Note the canvas-covered Lewis gun. 



 

 

 

‘Lochnagar’ mine crater near La Boisselle, blown by the Royal Engineers with 
60,000 lbs (27,000kg) under the German trenches at 0728 hours 1 July 1916 



Opening phase:  the Battle of Albert 1–13 July 1916 

This was the name given to the first two weeks of the battle, in which the 

French and British assault broke into and gradually moved beyond the 

first of the German defensive systems.   It is Britain’s losses on 1 July 

that is most remembered and most written about, and for good reason – 

but to concentrate on the failures is to miss the point of the Somme and 

why the battle developed into such an important struggle.   On that first 

day British forces at the southern end of the British line made an 

impressive advance alongside the French Sixth Army, capturing the 

villages of Montauban and Mametz and breaking through the enemy’s 

defensive system.   Elsewhere, especially north of the Albert – Bapaume 

road where the German advantage of rising ground was greatest, the 

attack was an almost unmitigated failure.   This led to a redirection of 

effort, with the offensive north of the River Ancre effectively being closed 

down and the main effort now on the line south of Thiepval.   There was 

a stiff fight for Trones Wood, and hastily planned and piecemeal attacks 

which were costly but which eventually took La Boisselle, Contalmaison 

and Mametz Wood during the rest of the period up to 13 July. 

 
 

 

British six inch gun of the Royal Garrison 
Artillery in the Battle of Albert.   
Expectations that a prolonged barrage 
before the battle would destroy the 
German positions were badly misplaced. 

Over the top – 0730 hours 1 July 1916 

 

Subsidiary attack on Gommecourt 1 July 1916 

A local attack was made on the northern flank of the main offensive, 

designed to ensure that Germans could not send reserve troops 

southwards and to conceal the actual extent of the front being attacked. 

No efforts were made to keep preparations secret.   Casualties were 

high and the attack probably had little effect on the rest of the offensive. 



 

The Battle of Bazentin Ridge 14–17 July 1916 

By 13 July the British advance had taken it to a point where it was now 

facing the second German defensive system.    A well planned and 

novel attack at first light on 14 July saw British troops break through that 

system in the area of Bazentin.   There was a fleeting but lost 

opportunity to capture High Wood beyond it.   This time the artillery 

barrage had been shorter but more intense, and certainly more effective, 

destroying  much of the German defences but leaving the ground in 

such a broken state the cavalry were unable to break through to exploit.   

This attack showed what could be done, however. 

 

The attack at Fromelles 19-20 July 1916 

Fifty miles to the north near the Belgian border, and therefore not 

officially part of the Battle of the Somme but concurrent with it, the attack 

at Fromelles was conceived to be a major diversionary action.   The 

untried 5th Australian and 61st (2nd South Midland) Divisions were 

launched into an ill-planned assault  against German defences which 

had already successfully repelled similar efforts in 1915.   The attack 

achieved nothing of its diversionary aims and cost thousands of 

casualties. 

 

The attacks on High Wood 20–25 July 1916 

The fight for High Wood, which had begun on 14 July, went on until mid-

September.   The wood is situated on ground that gives the occupier 

vital observation south to the Montauban ridge, east to Delville Wood 

and north-east towards Flers and Guedecourt .   The first British units 

entered the wood late on 14 July 1916, but the Germans had recovered 

from the British breakthrough at Bazentin earlier that day and were now 

manning the ‘Switch Line’ trench system which ran through the back of 

the wood.   Both sides fought tenaciously for its possession, and it 

became an epicentre of the bloody attack and counter-attack attritional 

fighting that characterised much of the Somme offensive after 14 July. 

 

 



The Battle of Delville Wood 15 July–3 September 1916 

Delville Wood, which is within sight - and today an easy walk - of High 

Wood, was also fought over countless times for similar reasons, and 

became a charnel house, choked with the dead of both sides.   It is 

perhaps most remembered for the sustained attack made by the South 

African Brigade of the 9th (Scottish) Division, a formation which was to 

all intents and purposes destroyed in its valiant efforts. 

 

The Battle of Pozieres 23 July–3 September 1916 

Pozieres was a small, straggling village on the main Albert-Bapaume 

road, situated on high ground with views to the south along the road 

towards Ovillers, La Boisselle, Albert and beyond,  to the east across to 

High Wood, Delville Wood and beyond, and westwards to Thiepval.   

Possession of Pozieres was key to making possible any further 

advances towards Bapaume, the capture of the Thiepval ridge and the 

breaking of resistance at High Wood and Delville Wood.   The battle for 

Pozieres and nearby Mouquet  Farm became an epic in its own right, 

with dogged German defence keeping determined British and Australian 

attacks at bay for several weeks.   This was the first large-scale 

Australian battle in France and proved to be the costliest in terms of 

casualties. 

 

The Battle of Guillemont 3–6 September 1916 

South of Delville Wood the second German defensive system snaked 

down to the village of Guillemont, which became another place where 

men of both sides were cut down in their thousands, as attack and 

counter-attack took place. 

 

The Battle of Ginchy 9 September 1916 

Another stoutly-defended location, Ginchy could only be attacked once 

Delville Wood and Guillemont were in British hands. 

 

 

 



The Battle of Flers-Courcelette 15–22 September 1916 

  

 
A British Mark I ‘male’ tank near 
Thiepval on 25 September 1916, armed 
with two 6-pounder (57mm) cannon, 
fitted with wire mesh to deflect 
grenades and the steering tail, shown 
raised.   Speed was half a mile an hour.   
The ‘female’ version had machine guns 
in place of cannon. 

Mk 1 Tank  
Trafalgar Square, 15 Sep 2016 –  
100 years on 

 
The name ‘tank’ came from ‘water tank’, a code 
name in 1915 to maintain secrecy and disguise 
its true purpose, which was to break the 
stalemate of trench warfare.    Tanks could 
survive machine gun and small-arms fire, move 
over difficult terrain, crush barbed wire, climb 
parapets and cross trenches 8 feet wide (2.4m).   
They could also carry supplies and troops. 
The first massed use of tanks was at the Battle 
of Cambrai in November 1917 when 470 Mk IV  
tanks, despite continuing unreliability,  made a 
major breakthrough - which was not exploited. 

 
To counter the danger of bullet 
splash or fragments knocked off 
the inside of the hull, the crew 
wore helmets with goggles and 
chainmail masks. 

 

Flers-Courcelette  was a large-scale general renewal of the offensive 

after the weeks of attritional fighting for the third German defence line at 

Pozieres, High Wood, Delville Wood, Guillemont and Ginchy.   It is 

historically noteworthy for being the first time that tanks were used in 

battle.   Few in number, mechanically unreliable and as yet without 

proven tactics for their best use, the small numbers of British tanks that 

actually went into action – only 15 out of 49 reached the start line - 

nevertheless had an important positive effect.   High Wood and Delville 

Wood were finally cleared and a deep advance was made to Flers and 

towards Combles, though casualties and disorganization eventually 

halted it.   The Canadian Corps and New Zealand Division entered the 

Somme fighting for the first time. 



The German high command  thought  the tank was something to be 

taken on rather than taken up – they only produced 20 in the whole war.   

Haig however had been impressed, and ordered 1000.   

 

The Battle of Morval 25–28 September 1916 

Having broken through the prepared lines of the German defences, the 

BEF now faced a new set of challenges as it was now fighting in much 

flatter, open ground approaching the distant gentle slopes of the 

Transloy ridges.   The weather began to turn autumnal, bringing rain and 

making the battlefield increasingly difficult, stretching men to limits of 

their physical endurance.   The fighting continued to be heavy but 

gradually the British chipped away and edged forward.    

 

The Battle of Thiepval 26–28 September 1916 

Thiepval had been one of the strong points in the German first line that 

had proved so difficult  for the British on 1 July.   Now outflanked to the 

east, Thiepval and the heights on which it sat fell to an efficiently 

executed attack. 

 

The Battle of Le Transloy 1–18 October 1916 

A period of fighting in continuously wet weather then ensued, in which 

the heavy, clinging, chalky Somme mud and the flooded battlefield 

became a formidable difficulty for both sides.   The British pressed 

slowly forward, fighting off numerous counter-attacks, in an effort to 

move the front line onto higher ground from which the offensive could be 

renewed in 1917. 

 

The Battle of the Ancre Heights 1 October–11 November 

1916 

Now that Thiepval had fallen, the Germans no longer had dominating 

positions overlooking the valley of the River Ancre.   The British attack, 

which had been dormant in this area, was now renewed. 

 



The Battle of the Ancre 13–18 November 1916 

The battle was now extended northwards across to the far side of the 

River Ancre.   The British force attacked in fog and snow on                   

13 November from the very same front lines from which the attack had 

failed so badly on 1 July.   Beaumont-Hamel was finally captured but the 

village of Serre once again proved an objective too far.   Considerable 

casualties were sustained before the battle ground to a halt, and the 

whole offensive called off due to the weather conditions and the 

enormous losses sustained over nearly six months of near-continuous 

fighting.   It was the end of the Battle of the Somme. 

 

End of the Somme offensive 

The Somme offensive had been conceived as part of an immense 

simultaneous war-winning attack by the Allies on the Eastern and 

Western Fronts.   That strategy was blunted by the German attack at 

Verdun in late February 1916, which turned French attentions to that 

area for the rest of the year, and the hoped-for breakthrough on the 

Somme did not happen.   British and French forces had at most 

penetrated only 6 miles into German-held  territory, and failed to capture 

the objectives of Péronne and Bapaume, where the Germans 

maintained their positions over the winter.   Nevertheless British attacks 

in the Ancre valley resumed in January 1917 and forced the Germans 

into local withdrawals to reserve lines in February, before their planned 

retirement to the Hindenburg Line in March.    

 

The strategic legacy 

It might have been tempting to have abandoned the Somme Offensive 

earlier, but this was simply not realistic:  the obligations of coalition 

meant that the British had to keep attacking on the Somme in order to 

relieve pressure on the French at Verdun.   Once the French had 

decided to make the latter their main effort, and breakthrough into open 

country had become impossible, the Somme’s only realistic contribution 

to winning the war would be the material reduction of the Germans’ 

capability and willingness to fight.   In that regard the Somme Offensive 

may be seen as ultimately successful, although it came at terrible cost.   

By the end of 1916 the German army was exhausted and becoming 

depleted.   It remained a potent force into 1918, but with increasing loss 

of morale, the cumulative effects of attrition, frequent defeats, and finally 



the failure of its over-extended Spring Offensive that year, it eventually 

started to give way and finally collapse.   That process had its origin in 

the sacrifice on the Somme.     As Winston Churchill said, the German 

Army was never the same after 1916. 

To this day the legacy remains contentious.   The popular images of 

‘lions led by donkeys’ and ‘mud, blood and futility’ obscured a harsh but 

essential  truth:  there had been no breakthrough, but with the pressing 

need to maintain pressure on an army as formidable as the Germans’  

and to help keep Verdun from falling, there was no alternative but to 

keep slogging on.   For ultimate victory to be achieved heavy casualties 

were unavoidable.   The BEF however, most of which was by now a 

citizen army, had come of age.   It had learnt its trade and begun to beat 

the enemy.   Equipment, munitions, tactics, command and control were 

all improved as a result of the bloody debacle of the Battle’s first day and 

subsequent attritional fighting.   Even in the appalling ground and 

weather conditions of the later phases of the battle, morale held up.   As 

the battles of 1917 would show, there was still more costly learning and 

development to come - but the war-winning force of 1918 had its genesis 

on the Somme two years earlier.   The war had to be won, and the Battle 

of the Somme had to be fought, despite the disaster of the first day and 

the tragic losses which continued. 

By 1918 Britain had the largest and probably most effective armed 

forces in her history.   Having weathered the German Spring Offensive, 

the British Army fulfilled its major role in the Allies’ own Hundred Days 

Offensive, starting with the Battle of Amiens on 8 August and ending 

with the ejection of the broken German armies from France and their 

suing for peace.    It proved to be the longest of long, long trails, but 

most people at the time thought there was no alternative, and that is still 

probably true a century on.   The Great War, and the Battle of the 

Somme which came to typify it, may have been the tragic and inevitable 

outcome of an imperial age, with all participants having to carry some 

share of responsibility, but that does not alter the hard truth:  aggression 

had to be met. 

From 21 August to 3 Septmber 1918, in the Second Battles of the 

Somme, the British Army once again fought over this area, and this time 

made deep advances.      

 

 

 



 

 

The Thiepval Memorial to the Missing of the Somme 

Commemorates 72,246 of the soldiers of the British Army and British Empire who 

died in the various actions on the Somme 1915-1918, for whom there is no known 

grave - and four from Brington.    

Altogether seven men on our War Memorial died in the Battle of the 

Somme.   

 

 


