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Walking wounded: British soldiers at the first day of the Somme 

The Battle of the Somme and especially its opening day, July 1, 1916, occupy a unique 
position in British history. Before the attack Captain Billie Nevill of the 8th East Surreys, the 
sort of overgrown public schoolboy who bores for Britain in the rugger-club bar, earned an 
ambivalent place in history by issuing his men with footballs to kick towards the enemy lines. 

This they did for a brief moment before being scythed down by German fire, among 19,240 
British and Empire fatalities that day, including Nevill. As the colonel of the Newfoundlands 
observed, after losing 75% of his battalion in the first yards of their advance towards 
Hawthorn Ridge: “Dead men could go no further.” Many fell as they clustered at the narrow 



gaps in their own wire entanglements before even reaching no man’s land. They were 
singing, according to an eyewitness, “just as if they were going on a march, instead of facing 
death”. 

The reputation of Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, commander in chief of the British Army in 
France, has never recovered from the 1952 publication of his diaries, which exposed an 
awesome insensitivity. On July 2, 1916, he wrote: “A day of ups and downs!... I visited two 
Casualty Clearing Stations... The wounded were in wonderful spirits... Total casualties are 
estimated at over 40,000 to date. This cannot be considered severe in view of the numbers 
engaged, and the length of front attacked. By nightfall, the situation is much more favourable 
than when we started.” The next evening, he added: “Weather continued all that could be 
desired.” 

Haig sustained his offensive until November, amid further torrents of blood and, latterly, 
mud. By then the British had suffered 500,000 casualties and the Germans about the same. 
General Ludendorff, the Kaiser’s warlord, wrote that his army “had been fought to a 
standstill, and was utterly worn out”. A few months later, urging a campaign of unrestricted 
U-boat warfare, he added: “We must save the [soldiers] from a second Somme battle.” 

Those lines are often cited by Haig’s apologists, to support the view that his strategy of 
attrition worked, which to some degree it did, as Allan Mallinson acknowledges in his 
provocative new book, Too Important for Generals: Losing & Wining the First World 
War (Bantam Press £25). The novelist, military historian and former soldier succinctly 
summarises the big battles of the conflict, before discussing the commanders’ shortcomings, 
which is his theme. He suggests that Captain BH Liddell Hart’s “strategy of indirect 
approach”, favoured by Winston Churchill in two wars, was right. 

He dismisses revisionists who argue that the generals did the best that could have been 
expected. Some excuses might be made for the bloodbaths on the Somme, he says, but not for 
the 1917 reprises. He thinks Haig might have done well as head of the army back in London 
because he was an able manager. In France, however, he and his senior subordinates were 
responsible for a procession of tactical blunders that had murderous consequences. The 
British government, he argues, should have imposed an earlier effective control of its 
generals and unity of allied command, such as arrived only with David Lloyd George in 
1917. 

Robert Kershaw, another ex-soldier, is the author of several excellent bottom-up battle 
histories, notably the German view of Arnhem. In 24 Hours at the Somme: July 1, 1916 
(WH Allen £20) he again exploits multiple sources to create a harrowing portrait of the first 
day. 

In Zero Hour, 100 Years On: Views from the Parapet of the Somme (Profile 25) Jolyon 
Fenwick makes an original contribution that deserves a recommendation to anyone visiting 
the Somme battlefields — all 60 miles of them. In a handsome volume, he has gathered pull-
out photographic panoramas of every sector as they are now, clearly labelled and 
accompanied by maps and brief accounts. 

Hugh Sebag-Montefiore’s Somme: Into the Breach (Viking 25) is the best new narrative of 
the battle thus far, reflecting his gifts for fluent prose and moving quotations. He cites a 
chaplain of the Royal Naval Division, on the eve of the last November attack: “At Brigade 



HQ the prevalent idea is that the push is for political and not for military reasons. As one man 
expressed it, we are to jump off Westminster Bridge for the MPs to watch us. Most of them 
are impressed with the futility of the attack in the present state of the ground.” 

Sebag-Montefiore believes that the most telling indictment of Haig and Sir Henry Rawlinson, 
his subordinate commander, is their ignorance about what artillery could and could not do. 
Failure to cut the wire on the first day, failure to suppress the German guns, failure to time 
mines and barrages so that British infantry could at least start moving before the enemy 
pulled their machineguns out of their bunkers, cost countless lives in blind obedience to a 
rigid plan. 

As today’s British people commemorate the centenary of the Somme, they might reflect on 
some realities that are sometimes forgotten. For all the strictures expressed above, the picture 
of the First World War’s generals created in the 1960s by Alan Clark’s The Donkeys and 
Joan Littlewood’s Oh! What a Lovely War was a parody, which should be erased from the 
historiography. 

The Somme offensive was launched to relieve the desperate strain imposed on Britain’s allies 
by the German assault on France at Verdun. Until 1916, the French bore the overwhelming 
burden of Western Front fighting. The most costly British day of the war — of any war — 
was July 1, but on August 22, 1914, the French Army had suffered worse: 27,000 dead. Our 
view of France’s modern warmaking has been so adversely influenced by its ignominious 
1940-44 experience that it bears emphasis that French soldiers of 1914-18 displayed 
extraordinary stoicism and indeed heroism, at a cost in lives double that borne by Britain. 

The western allies suffered relatively lightly in the Second World War not because they had 
better generals than Haig, Rawlinson and their kin, but because the Russians did most of the 
killing and dying necessary to destroy Nazism. Far worse things than the Somme happened 
on the Eastern Front. 

British soldiers who fought at Waterloo in 1815 would mock the notion that 1916 was 
somehow qualitatively more terrible: Wellington lost about the same proportion of his army 
as did Haig on July 1, albeit for a better outcome. The truth is that all big battles are ghastly, 
unless one side or the other quickly collapses. 

The Somme makes a more emotional impression on modern consciousness than any earlier 
horror simply because its participants showed themselves the most articulate and literate 
sacrificial victims in history, as all these books vividly illustrate. 

A death trap  
One of the most shocking actions of the whole first day of the Somme took place at 
Gommecourt, at the northern tip of the British line. The attack there was only meant to be a 
feint, to tie down the local German garrison. But the assault, much flagged beforehand and 
lacking serious artillery support, resulted in more than 7,900 casualties. 

Read the first chapter of Somme: Into the Breach on the Sunday Times website  

http://features.thesundaytimes.co.uk/public/books/pdf-
reader/reader/web/?file=1606161942_simon-sebag-montefio_somme.pdf 
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