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Opening phase: the Battle of Albert, 1 – 13 July 1916
(Subsidiary attack on Gommecourt, 1 July 1916)
The Battle of Bazentin (or the Bazentin Ridge), 14 – 17 July 1916
The attack at Fromelles, 19-20 July 1916 (Officially not a part of the
Battle of the Somme and positioned a considerable distance away, the
attack at Fromelles was conceived to be a major diversionary action.)
The attacks on High Wood, 20 – 25 July 1916
The Battle of Delville Wood, 15 July – 3 September 1916
The Battle of Pozieres, 23 July – 3 September 1916
The Battle of Guillemont, 3 – 6 September 1916
The Battle of Ginchy, 9 September 1916
The Battle of Flers-Courcelette, 15 – 22 September 1916
The Battle of Morval, 25 – 28 September 1916
The Battle of Thiepval, 26 – 28 September 1916
The Battle of Le Transloy, 1 – 18 October 1916
The Battle of the Ancre Heights, 1 October – 11 November 1916
The Battle of the Ancre, 13 – 18 November 1916
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419,654 soldiers died
1.3 million casualties
Trace your ancestor’s troop
movements through the opening
battles of the Somme
The ORBATS data transcribed by Forces
War Records has allowed us to produce
an exclusive and ground-breaking online
interactive map.
Simply enter part of a regiment or unit
name, or try the name of a battle or even
a location. Selecting a search result will
transport you right into our exclusive
interactive map. Follow your ancestor’s
footsteps while listening to the in-depth
and highly detailed commentary. Learn
what happened where, and when, with this
fascinating exclusive feature from Forces
War Records! The following pages will
direct you through the opening battles of
the Somme, click on this image to take you
to that interactive map.

WW1 Troop Movements Demo

What is ORBATS?
Orders of Battle (ORBATS) are documents
produced by the military to show
the hierarchical structure, command
organisation and disposition of units for
particular engagements of the British
Military. At the highest level they show a
breakdown of the units involved in entire
conflicts, the First World War in this
case, including Divisional and Brigade
commanding officers, the organisation of
the divisions right down to the battalion
level along with their attached units from
for example, the Royal Artillery. With the
ORBATS you are able to determine exactly
where units were on a given date and the
battle, action or event they took part in.
The sheer volume of information involved
meant that our specialist data team
worked flat out for a full two man-years
to transcribe the official Orders of
Battle publications, published by His
Majesty’s Stationery Office, as well as
numerous official histories of the Great
War, to help create this in-depth record
of military operations and engagements
by the British Army. All of this
information is now available to Forces War
Records members in the form of this new
interactive map, and we hope that it will
provide an insight into the movements and
actions of your ancestor.
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First Battles Of The Somme Battle of Albert
01/07/1916 - 16/07/16
Location: The Quadrilateral
(Heidenkopf), (Serre Road Cemetery
No.2)
Allied Pyrrhic victory. On 1st July 1916,
British Fourth and French Sixth Armies
attacked on a front between Gommecourt to
the north of Albert and Foucoucourt to the
south.
The British and French Army attacks to the
south of the Albert to Bapaume road were
very successful, inflicting a considerable
defeat to the German Second Army. However,
north of the Albert to Bapaume road, the
British attack was a catastrophe and
constituted most of the 60,000 casualties on
the first day of the battle.

4th Division in VIII Corps, Fourth Army,
were in positions between Serre and
Beaumont-Hamel, attacking towards the
Redan Ridge. The attack began at 07.20am
with the detonation of a large mine under
the Hawthorn Redoubt on the right, and
then 11th Infantry Brigade advancing in
waves at 07.30am, 1st East Lancashire
Regiment, 1st Rifle Brigade and 1/8th Royal
Warwickshire Regiment the lead battalions,
1st Hampshire Regiment, 1st Somerset Light
Infantry and 1/6th Royal Warwickshire
Regiment in support (the two Warwickshire
Regiments attached from 48th Division for
the attack).
The attack captured a strong point known
as The Quadrilateral (Heidenkopf) and
reached as far as the German third line.
10th Infantry Brigade, 2nd Royal Dublin
Fusiliers and 2nd Seaforth Highlanders
the lead battalions and 12th Infantry
Brigade, 2nd Essex Regiment and 1st King’s
Own (Royal Lancaster Regiment) the lead
battalions moving forwards to support 11th
Infantry Brigade at 09.00am, with the
failure of the attacks of the Divisions on
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Battle of Albert cont.
either flank German resistance had stiffened
and the defenders were now able to hit the
attackers with enfilade machine-gun fire.
Causing heavy casualties to all the
battalions as soon as they attempted
to advance. Very few making it to the
positions of 11th Infantry Brigade
regardless of going beyond them.
The support troops being deployed, 1st
Royal Warwickshire Regiment and 1st Royal
Irish Fusiliers in 10th Infantry Brigade
and 2nd Lancashire Fusiliers and 2nd Duke
of Wellington’s (West Riding Regiment)
in 12th Infantry Brigade were unable to
advance much beyond the front line. After
dark A Company of 1st Royal Irish Fusiliers

did make it through to relieve the men of
1st Somerset Light Infantry and the two
Warwickshire territorial battalions in The
Quadrilateral.
With heavy casualties to all units and
no possibility of any more reserves to
support them, during the night it was
decided to withdraw the remaining troops
back to their own lines, and by dawn on
2nd July, the survivors of 4th Division
were back in the positions they had
started. 4th Division suffered around 4700
casualties on 1st July.
Drummer W.P. Ritchie, 2nd Seaforth
Highlanders, being awarded a Victoria
Cross for his actions during the attack.
Serre Road Cemetery No.2 is sited on the
former position of The Quadrilateral.
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Battles Of Delville Wood
15/07/1916 - 03/09/1916
Location: South African Memorial,
Delville Wood
Inconclusive/possible British/South
African victory but at high cost in
casualties. Situated astride a slight
ridge and with a cross roads at its
centre, Longueval village and Delville
Wood bordered the northern and eastern
edges of the salient formed in the British
lines by the successful capture of the
Bazentin Ridge.
The capture of both was a key element in
any further British attack eastwards.
Longueval had been partially fortified by
its German occupants who had constructed
tunnels to link the many cellars into a
network of defences.
Shortly after 03.30am on 14th July troops
of the 26th Brigade attacked Longueval;
the 27th Brigade were to follow the
26th mopping up German stragglers and
reinforcing the leading troops. When the
village had been secured, the 27th would
advance on to Delville Wood, keeping the
South African Brigade in reserve.

The artillery bombardment had not penetrated
to the subterranean chambers. As the
initial element of surprise faded, German
artillery and machine gun fire raked through
Longueval prompting the use of 27th Brigade
to reinforce troops from 26th; by afternoon
the southern and south western parts of the
village were under British control following
fierce close-quarter combat.
Maj-Gen Furse, O.C. 9th Division ordered
three battalions of the South African
Brigade into Delville Wood with 1st South
African Infantry Battalion as reserve to
26th and 27th Brigades. As the advance
through Longueval slowed, the South African
assault on Delville Wood was postponed
until 06.00am on 15th July; by 07.00am the
southern part of the wood had been taken
and by 15.00pm three quarters of the wood
and its perimeter had been secured except
for the north-western quarter bordering the
German held part of Longueval.
Consolidation with deep trenches was almost
impossible due to the mass of tree roots and
undergrowth but from their shallow scrapes
the South Africans repulsed four German
counter attacks. Heavy artillery fire fell
onto the wood, pausing as another counter
attack came at midnight.
This was also repelled but heavy shelling
with high explosive and gas continued
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Battles Of Delville Wood cont.
through the night. On 16th July a joint
attack by 27th Brigade from Longueval and
the South Africans onto the the north
of Longueval and Delville Wood failed;
27th Brigade met stiff opposition in the
village as well as the South Africans being
insufficient in number to hold the Germans.
Falling back under gunfire, the South
Africans sought what little shelter they
could in their shallow trenches. The
following day another attempt was made to
clear the north west corner of Delville
Wood but only resulted in more casualties
which could be ill afforded.
Overnight artillery bombardments, again
using high explosive and gas shells set
much of Delville Wood ablaze. Before
dawn on 18th July, 3rd Division attacked
Longueval from the west; they pushed the
British line forward by about 200 yards
before being halted by intense enemy fire.
The Germans had occupied and fortified an
area of the village known as the Orchard;
it was virtually impregnable to attack
by infantry alone. British artillery
units were reluctant to launch their own

bombardment for fear of shelling their own
troops; the only artillery support was
from the infantry’s own trench mortars and
like their rifles, ammunition was running
low.
During the afternoon another counter
attack was repelled before the survivors
were forced back to the south western
corner of the wood; at the same time
British infantry were driven back to
the southern part of Longueval although
5thCameron Highlanders countered and
regained the positions in the village
centre. Recognising the desperate
situation of the South Africans and 27th
Brigade, relief attempts and counter
attacks were made on 18th July; 8th
Norfolk Regiment recaptured an area in
the south of the wood but enemy artillery
and machine gun fire repulsed units of the
Essex, Suffolk and Berkshire Regiments.
Overnight 3rd Division relieved the
troops from 9th Division, but relief for
the South African Brigade did not arrive
until the evening of 20th July; only three
officers and 140 men were left from three
whole brigades. ‘Devil’s Wood’ was a very
apt name for Delville Wood.
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Battles Of Flers-Courcelette
15/09/1916 - 22/09/1916
Location: Flers-Courcelette
Area of advance between Martinpuich and High
Wood. Limited British victory. This battle
saw the first use of massed tanks as an
offensive weapon.
After the failure of the major Somme
Offensive or ‘Big Push’ on 1st July, Haig
wanted a breakthrough by mid-September and
before the onset of winter. During midSeptember an attack was planned to involve
11 Divisions of infantry and mounted
cavalry, supported by tanks and artillery
across a 12,000 yard front from Courcelette
in the north to Lesboeufs and Morval in the
south.
An intense artillery bombardment of German
lines began on 12th September and shortly
before 06.30 on 15th September, British
troops left their jumping off trenches under
cover of smoke and early morning mist. The
combined effects of the smoke and mist did
much to obscure the attack from the Germans,
resulting in their artillery being unable to
register targets.
III Corps to the left of the attack were
able to make progress although 47th Division
experienced heavy casualties in High Wood;
50th (Northumbrian) Division made good
progress and had almost reached the German
3rd line by nightfall. Colonial troops
from New Zealand and Canada reached their

objectives of Flers and Courcelette (the
Canadians advanced too quickly for the
supporting tanks to keep pace) and 15th
(Scottish) Division took Martinpuich but
not all of the day’s objectives were
taken.
The villages of Morval, Lesboeufs and
Geuedecourt, fortified by the Germans would
not fall to British forces for another
week, despite the numerous smaller and
costly actions which would take place over
the following days. 50th Division had as
their objectives the trenches between
Martinpuich and High Wood.
Attacking with 150th Brigade on the
left, 4th Northumberland Fusiliers and
7th Northumberland Fusiliers the lead
battalions, and 149th Brigade on the
right, 5th Yorkshire Regiment, 4th
Yorkshire Regiment and 4th East Yorkshire
Regiment the attacking battalions, two
tanks supported the attack, both attached
to 149th Brigade. Following closely behind
their creeping barrage, both brigades
quickly gained their first and second
objectives, but came under heavy fire from
both flanks as they attacked the third
objective, Starfish Line and Prue Trench.
151st Brigade moving forwards during the
evening, but they too were unable to gain
it. Prue Trench finally fell to 149th
Brigade on 21st September.
Between 15th and 22nd September, 50th
Division suffered 3750 casualties.
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Battle Of Ancre
13/11/1916 - 18/11/1916

South Staffordshire Regiment and 13th
Essex Regiment the lead battalions, and
5th Infantry Brigade on the right, led
by 24th Royal Fusiliers and 2nd Highland
Light Infantry.

Involving divisions of II Corps and V
Corps, the main effort came from V Corps
with 63rd, 51st, 2nd and 3rd Divisions
all in action against positions north
of the Ancre. Preceded by seven days of
artillery bombardment, including on the
final evening poison gas, the attack was a
great success.

Advancing along the Redan Ridge, 5th
Infantry Brigade immediately followed the
barrage and entered the German front line;
the two front line battalions captured
Beaumont Trench and moved on to Frankfurt
Trench, whilst 17th Royal Fusiliers and
2nd Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light
Infantry came up in support to create a
defensive position against an expected
counter-attack. 2nd South Staffordshire
Regiment and 13th Essex Regiment were not
as fortunate in their attack; held up by
the sodden, shattered battlefield underfoot
and from poor visibility caused by the
artillery bombardments fumes combined
with thick fog, defensive fire from The
Quadrilateral caused heavy casualties.

Over 7000 prisoners were taken and four
German divisions had to be relieved due
to the number of casualties. 2nd Division
attacking north of Beaumont Hamel, with
6th Infantry Brigade on the left, 2nd

5th Infantry Brigade were forced back
from Frankfurt Trench, the assault was
quickly dissolving and at 09.00am the
survivors of 6th Infantry Brigade were
ordered to withdraw to their original

Location: area of attack, north of
Beaumont Hamel. British victory.
The attack of the British Fifth Army
against German First Army along the River
Ancre between Thiepval and Beaumont Hamel
was the final large-scale British attack on
the Somme before winter set in.
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Battle Of Ancre cont.
front line; a reorganisation and planned
second attack were cancelled, although
the positions taken were consolidated
under cover of darkness and two reserve
battalions from 37th Division sent
up the following morning. A renewed
attack on 14th November met with mixed
results; 3rd Division encountered deep
mud, men floundered up to their waists,
some carrying extra weight in the form
of Lewis machine guns and the necessary
ammunition.

artillery who were firing short due to the
mist and smoke hindering the observers.

Other brigades reached the German support
lines but without support were forced
to fall back; at 16.30pm all of 3rd
Division’s operations were cancelled.
XIII Corps’ 92nd Brigade also reached
their objective but due to the disaster
which befell 3rd Division had withdrawn
by 21.30pm.

Two battalions were ordered to attack
Frankfurt Trench in the belief that
Munich Trench was occupied by British
soldiers; German machine gun fire forced
their withdrawal. 22nd Royal Fusiliers
attacked The Quadrilateral, supported by
two battalions from 37th Division, on 15th
November, bombing their way into it as the
garrison finally withdrew.

99th Infantry Brigade renewed 2nd
Division’s attack on Munich Trench an
hour before zero at 06.20am. 1st King’s
Royal Rifle Corps and 1st Royal Berkshire
Regiment were shelled by British

Some troops became lost and entered
51st Division’s sector, coming under
heavy German machine gun fire. Those from
2nd Division who reached Munich Trench
found the situation confused with German
soldiers offering to surrender while
others fought on fiercely; 2nd Division
were withdrawn later that morning and
joined with stragglers from one of the
reserve battalions.

The survivors of 2nd Division were
relieved that night by 32nd Division who
were able to link with 51st Division in
the British forward line.

To see all battles of the Somme mapped out visit www.forces-war-records.co.uk/maps/search
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Researching Your Somme Tommy
By Helen Tovey

Editor, Family Tree Magazine

Many hundreds of battalions served during
the 141 days of Battle of the Somme, July
to November 1916, and as we all know the
casualty rate was beyond appalling – with
420,000 KIA and casualties from the
British and Commonwealth forces alone.
From among these vast numbers it is
possible – and extremely moving – to find
out more about your ancestor’s role in this
tragic and historic battle. But where do
you start when researching your ancestor’s
service at the Somme? First you need to
identify what you already know.
If you know the number of the battalion he
served in, you can go straight to the Unit
War Diaries. If not, you need to track it
down, to enable you to pinpoint the precise
diary you need to learn where and when
exactly his battalion was serving, in this
official day-to-day account.
If you don’t know the number of the
battalion he served in, you’ll find that
many of the records you need to search
are readily available online. Alternatively
you can visit archives such as The National
Archives (TNA), Kew, to explore documents
there.
Tip: You may find the battalion number
recorded in one source but not in another,
so search widely.

Family photos
Examine family photos of your Tommy
ancestor in uniform extremely carefully.
Uniform details, such as cap badges, will
help to identify his regiment. Letters and
family memories will also provide useful
clues to be followed up.

Graves & memorials
It’s much easier to trace the service of a
soldier who died in the war, than that of
one who survived. If they died visit the
impressive free Commonwealth War Graves
Commission CWGC website – www.cwgc.
org – to find details such as name, service
number, regiment, battalion, date of death,
and memorial.

Service records
Unfortunately, approximately 70 per cent
of First World War soldiers’ service records
(TNA reference WO 363 and WO 364) were
destroyed in WW2. But if your ancestor’s
records have survived the fire, they will give
extensive details, enabling you to identify
him by factual information such as him.

Rolls of honour
81 volumes of Soldiers Died in the Great
War, 1914-1919, were compiled in the 1920s
by the War Office and include the battalion
number.
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Researching your Somme tommy
Medal Index Cards
The medal index card collection (TNA
references: medal index cards WO 372, and
medal rolls WO 329) includes details for
about 5 million British service personal –
officers and men – who served in the war.
Sometimes the rolls provide the battalion
number, so it is worth checking the cards
and the rolls.

Gallantry awards
In addition to the campaign medals (the
1914 Star, the 1914-15 Star, the British
War Medal and the Victory Medal) the
exceptional bravery of some people was
recognised by gallantry awards such as the
Victoria Cross and Military Medal. Search
for your ancestor in the Gazettes free at
www.thegazette.co.uk.

Silver War Badge
Many injured soldiers returned to the Front
line, but those discharged because of their
wounds were awarded a Silver War Badge
(TNA reference WO 329).

Browsing nominal rolls
In addition to the medal rolls, there are
also nominal rolls – lists naming those who
served by regiment for the duration of the
war – and some of the entries include the
battalion number too.

Soldiers’ Register of Effects
The registers record the money that the
British Government paid to the next of kin
of servicemen who died in WW1

Soldiers’ wills
Look for soldiers’ wills at www.gov.
uk/probate-search; soldierswills.
nationalarchives.ie/search/sw/home.jsp and
scotlandspeople.gov.uk.

Casualty lists
The casualty lists as reported in The
Times provided regular records of those
killed, killed, missing, died of wounds and
wounded. The officers are named first, then
other ranks.

Royal Flying Corps
The Royal Flying Corps (forerunner of
the RAF) came to the fore, taking its
most major role so far in the war, at the
Battle of the Somme 1916. The nominal
rolls, Operational Record Books and the
Casualty Lists (found at TNA in AIR 1)
will help you trace your RFC ancestors’
service. Squadrons 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 9, 10, 41 and
70 served at the Somme in some capacity.

Order of Battle
Hopefully one of the sources above will
have helped you to find your ancestor’s
regiment and his battalion. Now look
through the Order of Battle for the Somme
you will see whether his battalion served
there in 1916. Any WW1 Army record they
hold, that has the battalion listed is very
likely to have the WW1 Troop Movements
map feature. Here’s how it works... If you
know the battalion your army ancestor
was in, you can locate where he was
based, and track the unit’s manoeuvres,
step by step, as well as read or listen to
what happened at each location.

Unit War Diaries
The Unit War Diaries are the official
military accounts that give day-by-day
details of the action, locality, conditions,
etc of the battalion. Details are brief, but
they make valuable reading, revealing
both the monotony and horror of life on
the Western Front. They are unlikely to
mention your ancestor by name, unless
they were an officer. (TNA reference WO
95).

Trench maps
Use the place names you find in the diaries
and locate them on trench maps. Looking
at a map will help you make so much more
sense of the diaries. Find trench maps free
online at maps.nls.uk/ww1/trenches (TNA
reference WO 297 for the Western Front).

Regimental histories
Background reading is extremely useful for
learning about the battle, the key attacks,
the strategies and disasters. Look out
particularly for regimental histories and
accounts written, in the years after the
war, by people who were actually there.
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for 7.30a.m., July 1st. All private
correspondence and kit, together with cap
badge and numerals were to be left behind. (I
never saw these again.) Everyone was fitted
with the necessities for action, such as
food, extra ammunition, grenades, etc.
The men were in excellent spirits and full of
hopes. It was such a change to realize after
so many months in the trenches and taking
everything coming our way, without a chance
of hitting back, that tomorrow would give us
our chance of revenge for many lost pals.
We paraded at 9.45p.m and marched to the
assembly trenches, which were reached about
midnight. We were then ordered to put our
ladders and bridges into position, and try to
get a couple of hours’ rest.

FIT ONLY for DEVILS to LIVE
I Saw Tragedy on a July Dawn
by Yeoman Warder A. H. Cook

July 1st broke a lovely morning and the birds
were singing. Breakfast was at 5.30 a.m., the
men being issued with patent cookers for the
occasion. The bombardment was now terrific,
the German lines were one cloud of smoke,
that it seemed to be impossible for anyone
to live in such a hell. It was a wonderful
sight. We actually stood on our parapets to
get a better view, not a sign of life could
we see and still no response from the enemy.
We applauded direct hits and rubbed our hands
in glee. We were all looking forward to 7.30;
it looked a cake-walk.
At 7.20a.m a huge mine was exploded under the
Hawthorn Redoubt just on our right front, it
made our trenches rock.

The eventful hours of (July 1, 1916, hove
seldom been more simply or forcefully
described than by the author of the following
chapter, who on that day was serving as a
Sergeant of the 1st Somersets of the 11th
Brigade, 4th Division. This fine county
regiment suffered appalling causalities,
losing every officer, their warrant officers,
all but seven sergeants, and 438 other ranks.
Mr. Cook, who survived that tragic day, went
on to the honourable retirement of a Yeoman
Warder of the Tower of London.
On June 28th we were told that owing to heavy
rains the great attack had been delayed until
July 1st. The 11th Brigade were to attack on
a three battalion frontage. The front line
was to consist of the 1st East Lancashire,
1st Rifle Brigade and the 8th Royal Warwicks;
while in the second or support line were
the 1st Hampshires, 1st Somersets and the
6th Royal Warwicks. The 6th and 8th Royal
Warwicks from the 48th Division were attached
to the 11th Brigade for this attack.
The bombardment was very intense all
through the night of June 28th and during
the following day. Zero hour was fixed

Yeoman Warder Cook served throughout the war, and at a
later date than this action, for his part in which he
received the personal congratulations of the Divisional
Commander, he was awarded the D.C.M and the M.M.
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Punctually at 7.30 a.m. the attack was
launched, the 1st Rifle Brigade advanced to
our front in perfect skirmishing order,
and the same applied to all troops, left
and right, as far as the eye could see.
Everything was working smoothly, not a shot
being fired. We were supposed to follow up the
R.B.s at 7.40, but we were so anxious to get
on with it, that we were at once out of our
trenches on our way after the Rifles.
The first line had nearly reached the German
front line, when all at once machineguns opened up all along our front with a
murderous fire, and we were caught in the
open, with no shelter ; fire was directed on
us from both flanks, men were falling like
ninepins, my platoon officer fell (2nd-Lt.
Tilley), he was wounded and captured. My
platoon sergeant was killed, which left me
in charge of the platoon, this within five
minutes of our advance.
We had to swing slightly to our left, as to
approach our objective direct was impossible,
it meant going over some high ground which
was being enfiladed by M.G. fire. I led the
platoon on to the German first line, and after
a breather, went on to the second line. Here
I lost control, the men were rushing here and
there, from one shell hole to another, in
their advance. The ground was covered with
our dead, enfilade fire from the right played
havoc with us all.
Our guns had made an unholy mess of the
German trenches. , but very few dead could
be seen, owing to the fact they were safely
stowed away in their dug-outs. Scarcely
a square foot of ground had been left
undisturbed, everything was churned up, there
were huge gaps in the wire entanglements,
but the dug-outs were all practically safe.

These were a revelation to us, being most
elaborately made, and down about thirty feet.
Mopping-up parties were not clearing the
trenches properly, as Jerry was popping up
all over the place, behind and on our flanks
and throwing grenades at us from all angles.
A lot were seen to throw their hand in and
were scattering back to our lines, but the
majority were mown down by their own guns.
It was impossible to get any further without
help. Rumour mid that some bad reached their
objectives and were now cut off. Dead and
dying were lying everywhere, there was a
man just in front of us sitting on a mound
shouting for help, he was covered with blood
from head to foot.
This was a peculiar position here, the ground
in front was circular in shape, or nearly so,
it must have been the “Quadrilateral,” as it
was defended on all sides and about the size
of Piccadilly Circus. Communication trenches
were everywhere and just in front was a
communication trench up which some British
troops were moving. This seemed quite in
order until I noticed some Germans with fixed
bayonets, and then realized that our fellows
were prisoners, so I started picking off the
escorts; this was very successful, and quite
good fun being able to hit back, although I
seemed to be the only one chancing my head
over the top. Our men could have escaped, but
I suppose they were fed up with it all, and
only too glad to be out of the fighting. The
troops were very discouraged at being held
up. The 10th and 12th Brigades reinforced
us, but they were met by a withering fire and
practically annihilated. Their wounded were
everywhere, and the dead were heaped on top
of each other, where the machine-guns caught
them. Our only hope was to consolidate our
meagre gains.
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Colonel Hopkins of the Seaforths was doing
excellent work, be seemed to be the only
officer here, and was seen walking around the
Quadrilateral giving encouragement to all. He
saved a dangerous situation; someone gave the
order to retire, there was an immediate panic,
and some four or five hundred retired, in spite
of great efforts to stem the rush by the
colonel and us sergeants present. The colonel
then ordered a bugler of the Seaforth’s to
sound the “charge”; this had the immediate
effect and saved the situation. (This bugler,
Ritchie, was awarded the V.C. for this
action.)
There were many casualties amongst those that
retired. I have never seen during nearly two
years of this war so many dead in such a small
area. In places where enfilade fire caught them
they were three to four deep, and they all
looked to be asleep except for their painful
expressions. As all the casualties were from
machine-gun fire, the bodies were whole, and
not blown to bits by shell fire. Shells would
probably fall amongst them later and dismember
them, but they would not be conscious of any
more pain. The shell holes were full of the
wounded, and there was no hope of getting them
back till darkness sets in.
It is extraordinary how some men die. I
slipped into a shell hole and on getting out
saw a man sitting up apparently doing his
puttee up. I entered into conversation and was
getting annoyed at no reply; he was dead.
The Germans were now trying to force us out
of their trenches. We got together what was
left of us, and started collecting bombs from
the dead and wounded, and then commenced a
grenade battle in real earnest ; but after two
or three hours our supply of bombs ran out,
and there were no more to be got. The Germans
then gradually drove us back inch by inch,
through their superior supply of bombs. Again
someone gave the order to “retire,” and again
men started to retire, but we stopped this, as
every man was wanted in the trench.

Our numbers were very small and men were
being killed and wounded in all directions,
it was difficult to walk in the trench without
walking on the dead.
The sight of some of the dead was ghastly.
You might be talking to a man one minute,
the next minute he was dead at your feet,
and as shells were now falling amongst us,
both British and German, he was soon blown to
pieces. We all saw a similar fate In store
for us, It seemed Impossible to get out of
this mess alive, and we said to ourselves If
our time was coming, let It be soon, as life
here was more fit for devils then
human beings.
I had a terrible thirst caused by all the
fumes of bursting bombs and shells, the
wounded were crying out for water, and the
bottles of the dead had been drained by
them. I cannot truthfully describe life here
amongst the living wounded and the dead! You
could not move without walking on them, and
no attempt was made to avoid them. I could
see very few of the Somersets here.
Our troops were gradually retiring and only
leaving a small garrison to hold the trench.
It was very dangerous to move about, but
bombs had to be got, so I went round and
collected as many as I could find on the
casualties; these were soon used up, and
now we bad to retire to the former German
front line, and try to bold out with the
rifle and machine-guns; but it was bombs we
wanted, as Jerry took advantage of the maze
of communication trenches to follow up every
yard we gave. Our numbers were reduced to
about fifty at this time. I did not know where
the others were, they must all have retired.
A Second-Lieut. of the Warwicks and I had a
little pow-wow on the situation and decided
to split the men we had equally between us
and barricade the trench left and right and
leave the open space between to look after
itself, so he went to the right and I to the
left, until we gained contact with the enemy,
then we made our barricade.
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I then got a few men to collect all bombs. A
German commenced to approach us - I sniped
him; but many others were following with
bombs, and these now commenced another grenade
content, and the only bomb we had were-the
German stick bombs. We could see each other as
the bombs were thrown, and we were actually
throwing back the bombs they threw before they
burst. The time fuze seemed much longer than
our Mill’s bomb of four seconds.
My numbers becoming rapidly reduced, but we
were holding out own until the enemy worked,
around to our right rear and began bombing
us from this quarter. This was getting
pretty hot, buy my order were to hang on
till midnight, when we were to be relieved
but we seemed to be the only British troops
here, and my party now numbered nine. I had
not seen any Somersets for hours. I thought
I could hold these people while the bombs
lasted. The trenches were full of German dead
which we bombed out in the morning, and we
had to keep clambering backwards and forwards
in our efforts to hold our own. Shells were
now failing thick and fast, the enemy had
apparently retired and asked for artillery
support to try to dislodge us.

Battalion was. Eventually I found Sergeant
(Tommy) Johnson and a few Somersets, and
information that our brigade had gone into
Divisional Reserve at Mailly-Maillet, which
we reached at 3.30a.m absolutely beat to the
world.
We were roused at 7a.m. for roll call. No
officer who went into action (there were 26)
was present, 17 were killed, 1 captured and 8
wounded. All Warrant Officers were killed, 7
Sergeants survived, I was fortunately one of
these, 438 other ranks were killed, wounded
and missing. Heavy as these casualties were,
I believe those of other units of the 4th
Division were even heaviest.
Taken from the Forces War Records Historic
Library - The Great War, I was there Part 17
See Yeoman Warder Cooks record here

We were relieved about 11 p.m. and ordered to
go back. We needed no second telling, for what
was left of us had a bellyful of war for
one day.
I saw the first Somerset for hour, Sergeant
Imber at the end of a German sap. I said,
“Come on Sam, we are relieved.” Sam had about
six German helmets hung on him. We started off
and Jerry dropped a barrage on No Man’s Land,
and what with the blinding flash of shell,
barbed wire and shell holes, we soon lost each
other. The night got blacker and blacker after
each blinding flash.
How I escaped I do not know. tripped over dead
bodies, fell headlong into shell holes full
of dead, my clothes were torn to ribbons by
barbed wire. I lost sense of direction and
eventually fell sprawling, dead beat to
the world.
As soon as I recovered I saw a form standing
over me with a fixed bayonet.
He thought I was a German, and I thought he
was; but thank God it was a British sentry.
He had received orders that no British troops
were in front, so I nearly got shot by our
own men after being out there since 7.30 a.m.
What a lot had happened since then. I had gone
over the top happy and cheerful with thousands
of others, and here was I tumbling back into
our trenches alone, a second Dr. Bryden of
Jelalabad fame.
Our trenches were in an awful state. Dead
and dying were everywhere. I wandered about,
trying to find out where I was and where the

The photo shows the writer of this article in the full
dress uniform of a Yeoman Warder of the Tower.
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“One only has to glance at the hill
on which they stand to see that it has been more
burnt and shell-smitten than most parts of the line.
It is as though the fight here had been more than
to the death, to beyond death, to the bones and
skeleton of the corpse which was
as yet unkillable.”

Thiepval Memorial
Commemorating the Missing
of the Somme Then and Now

This description of the Schwaben Redoubt,
written by John Masefield a year after it was
won by the British and included in ‘Empires of
the Dead’ by David Crane, goes some way to
explaining why, despite there being nobody
left who remembers the Battle of the Somme,
its name can still quieten a room. Thanks to the
mechanisation of war, the devastation was on a
scale that had never been experienced before;
the first day of the Somme was and is the
bloodiest in the history of the British Army. On
the first day alone, 1st July 1916, 58,000 men –
just under half of the 120,000 who launched the
attack – became casualties, with 19,240 perishing
in the mud far from their homes. Over the next
four months that number rose to 420,000, and
60,000 more British soldiers died at the Somme
by the war’s end. The ferocity of the fighting
made it all but impossible to recover the bodies
of the fallen. Some were eventually identified by
rings, identity discs, badges, tattoos, insignia and
other distinguishing marks. Others could not be
identified, or sank deep beneath the churned and
sodden ground.
It is these poor men, whose families never even
experienced the bittersweet relief of knowing
that their suffering was over, who are honoured
by the Thiepval Memorial, set above the River
Ancre. Designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens, who also
designed the Cenotaph in London, and unveiled
by the Prince of Wales on 1st August 1932 after

four years of construction, it is 150 feet high, 185
feet wide and 135 feet deep. Since it occupies
the brow of a hill, it can be seen from almost
every one of the battlefields. It has 16 piers, to
echo the number of British divisions that took
part in the first Battle of the Somme, and is built
on a solid block of concrete embedded 19 feet
below the ground. As Gareth Hughes explains
in his ‘Visiting the Somme & Ypres: Battlefields
Made Easy’, the interlocked arches are arranged
so that, from whatever angle you view the
monument, an arch should be visible.
Various authors seem to have gone cross-eyed
ever since it was built, trying to describe the
spirit of a memorial that refuses to be captured.
The general consensus is that it is profoundly
moving, but affects each person in a different
way. It is bold and unshakable, capturing the
harshness and raw emotion of war, yet also
flowing and lovely to behold. Once seen it is
unforgettable, if only because of its great size
– and the sobering fact that every inch of its
space is needed to display the 73,000 or so
names of the missing British and South African
(858) soldiers that it recalls.
Just who are the men memorialised, and what
part did they play in the war? Many were British
volunteers, the ‘Pals’ Battalions’, taking part
in their first big fight. According to Martin and
Mary Middlebrook’s ‘The Somme Battlefields’,
the Fourth and Third Armies took part, with the
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London Regiment (Territorials), Northumberland
Fusiliers, Royal Fusiliers (City of London), and the
King’s Liverpool, Royal Warwick and Manchester
Regiments being most heavily represented.
The French
Army also took part, though only five divisions
of French soldiers fought, despite the fact that it
was Joffre who had pushed for an assault to be
launched at the Somme, to take the pressure off
the French forces
at Verdun; Haig had
favoured action
at Ypres instead.
Initially Joffre
pledged
16 divisions on a
Front Line of 25
miles, but in the end,
as Verdun dragged
on and tied up more
men, the French
attacked on a front
of just eight miles.
The Anglo-French
cemetery set behind
the monument, in which 300 of the dead of both
nations are buried, symbolises their joint sacrifice
in this battle.
The first day of the Somme, at Albert, was a
fiasco. Philip Warner explains in his ‘World War
One: a Chronological Narrative’ that Haig’s
advisors assured him that the weeklong barrage,
using 1 ¾ million shells and over
1,500 guns, would have flattened
the German defences, and that
sending a reconnaissance party
to cut any remaining wire would
be pointless. They were wrong.
The hapless attackers, emerging
from the trenches in full daylight
(since Joffre had delayed ‘zero
hour’ from before dawn to
7.30am), were confronted with
line upon line of razor sharp wire.
Worse, the German defenders
had not been eliminated – far
from it. Their trenches were
deep and solidly built, so when
the barrage started the Germans
simply dragged their machine
guns to shelter. When it ceased,
they hauled them back out. As
the British advanced at a slow walk, laden with
heavy equipment, they were slaughtered in
their droves.
It was not until 14th July, when XIII and XV
Corps launched a surprise attack and took
Bazentin-le-Petit Wood, Delville Wood and
High Wood, that the Allies had any real success,

and their failure to capitalise on their gains
meant that a stalemate was reached, and the
territory continued to be contested to the next
two months. The next success came on 15th
September, when the first tanks went into Battle
of Flers Courcelette. Of 50 shipped, only 18
made it onto the field, but the Germans were
terrified and quite a few initial gains were made,
including the villages of Flers, Courcelette and
Martin-Puich, as well as High Wood. The 4th
Army was also
able to advance
and capture
the fortress of
Thiepval on 26th
September. The
final attack of the
First Battle of the
Somme took place
on 13th November.
Again, certain
objectives were
taken, but the
advantage was
not capitalised on
because of the
unsuitability of the ground for a cavalry charge,
although 7,000 prisoners were taken. The level
of destruction and lack of progress dictated
that the fighting drew to a close in the region on
16th September. In all, the Allies had advanced
just five miles. Of the lost men commemorated
on the Thiepval Memorial, 90% died in those
first bloody months.
The impressive structure,
the biggest of all the
Commonwealth War Grave
Commission memorials, aims
to do two things. First, it acts
as a focal point for families
whose loved ones were never
found, providing them with
some comfort and a feeling
of closeness. Second, it is a
poignant symbol of the carnage,
and acts to reprimand and deter
to any government considering
sending men to war. The carved
names bear solemn testament
to that fact that those lost in
battle are lost forever.
Thiepval Visitor Centre
Rue de l’Ancre
80300 Thiepval
France
+33 (0)3 22 74 65 44
Email: thiepval@historial.org
www.historial.org
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Remembering:
Who bravely fought with:
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At the Battle of the Somme

Sunday July 2nd 1916

“The last eight days the guns have been firing the whole time. Fine big ones they must be for us to
hear them so distinctly. The Germans have been giving themselves up and coming across in dazed
groups – which is fine. How absolutely glorious if we knock them right out and level them flat, so
our infantry and cavalry can have a walkover such as would make good reading in history.”
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