
July 1916. It is now 21 months since the greatest war in modern memory 
collapsed into an exhausted stalemate. The Allies (Triple Entente) and the Central 

Powers (Triple Alliance) face each other across 12,000 miles of fortified trench, 
neither side able to break through.

Since December 1915 the French and the British have been planning a joint 
offensive to end the deadlock. Their goal was to attack on either side of the river 

Somme, a sleepy sector where both sides have settled into a comfortable routine. 
But in February the Germans struck first, drawing the French into a desperate 
struggle over their own soil at the Battle of Verdun. As casualties mounted the 

British were forced to take charge of the Somme offensive, which has now become 
a relief effort.

The task falls in part to two million British  volunteers who walked out of their 
factories, cricket clubs and insurance offices in that first golden flush of patriotic 

enthusiasm. Many have joined up with their friends, workplaces, football teams or 
unions; tiny communities have contributed whole battalions. What they are about 
to go through will change them forever: the largest battle of the First World War, 

the breaking of two armies, and the birth of the 20th century.

The night before the battle, Field Marshal Haig, the commander of the British 
Expeditionary Force, writes in his diary: “With God’s help, I feel hopeful for 

tomorrow.”



5.16am: A clear dawn

Lt Edward Liveing of the London Regiment has hardly slept.

For seven days British artillery has been pounding the German lines in 
preparation for the offensive. More shells have been fired this week 
than in the whole of the war so far. And tonight, the night before the 
“big push”, it has been particularly intense.

Liveing’s platoon is on the far north of the British advance, part of a 
huge diversionary attack aimed at the German-held town of 
Gommecourt. He recalls: 

“The wind blew east, and a few fleecy clouds raced along the blue sky 
overhead. The sun was infusing more warmth into the air. There was a 
freshness and splendour of a summer morning over everything. In 
fact, as one man said, it felt more as if we were going to start off for a 
picnic than for a battle.”



5.30am: The hour approaches

To the south, in the centre of the British line near Ovillers, Lieutenant 
Colonel Reginald Bastard of the 2nd Lincolns reports with his fellow 
battalion commanders to brigade HQ for a final conference.
Their discussion is short. They synchronise their watches, wish each 
other luck, and go back through the intensifying German shellfire.

Unlike the Kitchener men, Bastard is a regular soldier, an Eton 
graduate and a veteran of the Boer War. Professionals like him and his 
men, as well as formerly part-time Territorials, make up about half the 
British force of the Somme.

They are a spirited lot: while on parade, an unknown man had 
heckled his brigade commander: "It's all right for you – you won't be 
there!" But the commander took it in good spirit, calling back: "No, I 
won't, but you will be." The previous night they held a concert in a 
field near the town of Albert, with loud renditions of popular songs.



5.44am: Pilots to your machines!

At a British airfield behind the lines, Lieutenant Cecil Lewis is tending 
to his plane. At just 18 years old he is a charming if reckless 
adventurer with many flight hours under his belt. Fascinated by the 
strange sights of war, enchanted by the power and majesty of flight, 
and most enamoured of the local women, his motto is: 

“Live gloriously, generously, dangerously. Safety last!”

But the war in the air is taking its toll. Day after day of rolling the dice 
and surviving while his friends die without warning has given him a 
false sense of invulnerability, and a penchant for unnecessary risks.
For weeks now he has been photographing the battlefield, observing , 
shooting down German observation balloons (and sometimes French 
ones by accident). The Allies have complete superiority in the air.
Like many of the troops, he is convinced that today the German line 
will be broken, and the cavalry finally unleashed.



6.17am: Trenches clog with soldiers

The British trench system is in organised chaos as the clock ticks down 
towards 7:30 am - zero hour.

Soldiers moving forward to their assault positions clog the sodden, 
ramshackle alleyways, squeezing past each other with the absurd 
loads of ammunition and equipment their commanders have foisted 
on them.

Those who have found their place try to cook breakfast, bacon in a 
heated tin, trench coffee. Officers hand out rum to their men, 
sometimes handing out too much. Some are rendered incapable of 
obeying orders and must be pulled out of the line.

All the while German artillery is raining down, visiting random and 
sudden death upon the British.



6.27am: The View from Above

As the sun rises, Cecil Lewis is already in the air.
“We climbed away on that cloudless summer morning towards the 

lines. There was a soft white haze over the ground that the sun’s heat 
would quickly disperse. Soon we were in sight of the salient, and the 
devastating effect of the week’s bombardment could be seen. Square 
miles of country were ripped and blasted to a pockmarked desolation. 
Trenches had been obliterated, flattened out, and still, as we 
watched, the gunfire continued, in a crescendo of intensity. Even in 
the air, at four thousand feet, above the roar of the engine, the 
drumming of firing and bursting shells throbbed in our ears.”

Today they have two missions: first, to observe German artillery so 
that it can be targeted by British guns, and second, to watch for signal 
flares used by the infantry to request support. The information is then 
sent back to HQ via a primitive morse code radio or simply dropped 
there in weighted message bags.



6.33am: Lt Gen Rawlinson observes the action

In a specially constructed observation platform behind the British 
Line, Lieutenant General Henry Rawlinson watches the last stage of 
bombardment.

Rawlinson fought in Sudan and South Africa before travelling the 
world to examine other nations’ armies. As commander of the Fourth 
Army, he is responsible for putting Haig’s plan into action. But it’s a 
plan he disagrees with. 

Hague, has assembled a large “Reserve Army” led by cavalry, which 
he hopes can be used to break through the German lines. But 
Rawlinson has successfully manoeuvred for the cavalry to come under 
his own command, and shows every intention of keeping it sat where 
it is. Rawlinson has faith that his artillery and infantry alone can do 
the job. He has refused his commanders permission to advance their 
soldiers to within 40 yards of the bombardment before it ceases. 
Nothing of the enemy, he says, will exist after the guns fall silent.



6.45am: All the Germans will already by dead

Rawlinson’s certainty about the artillery has filtered down to his 
brigadiers, and from them to the lower ranks. The Newcastle 
Commercials (a "Pals" regiment made up entirely of clerical workers 
from Newcastle) have been told:
“You will be able to go over the top with a walking stick. You will not 
need rifles. When you get to Thiepval you will find the Germans all 
dead. Not even a rat will have survived.”

The 8th King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry were told:
“When you go over the top, you can slope arms, light up your pipes 
and cigarettes, and march all the way to Pozieres before meeting any 
live Germans.”

Preliminary raids during the bombardment suggested that this 
optimism is misplaced. But junior officers who raised such concerns 
have not been well received.



6.50am: In the German dugouts

In fact, the Germans are not dead.

British trenches on the Somme were built in the assumption that they 
would be temporary. German trenches were much more serious affairs. 
Their dugouts were often thirty feet below ground; some had door bells, 
water tanks with taps, wooden stair cases, electric light, steel doors, real 
kitchens, even wallpaper.

Along the German line in dugouts just like these, the Germans are waiting 
tensely. They have endured seven days of this horrible bombardment –
without daylight, fresh water, sometimes without burying their dead.

They know when the bombardment stops there will be an attack. And 
when that happens, they will need to race out of their dugouts and man 
their posts before the British can reach the trench. They are about to 
engage in a race to the parapet. Whoever gets there first will live.



6.52am: Race to the Parapet

At a fortified German position near Thiepval known as the Schwaben 
Redoubt, Unteroffizier Friedrich Hinkel is coordinating a dangerous 
defence – above ground.

He knows that at some point soon the British artillery will “lift” its fire 
away to his rear. He cannot allow his men to miss that moment – which 
means someone always has to be checking above ground.

Sentries dash outside into the shellfire every few minutes. Hinkel has 
propped a framed mirror against the side of his trench so he can see No 
Man’s Land from the steps of his dugout. 

Everyone knows where they have to be when the moment comes, and 
how many steps it will take to get there.



6.59am: Rawlinson’s Fatal Mistake

Over the past seven weeks the British have fired 1.7 million shells at the 
Germans. That should be enough. But the problem is quality.

Britain's war industry simply is not producing the right shells in the right 
numbers. One million of them are shrapnel, barely fit even to cut barbed 
wire without great skill. And the British artillery corps does not have great 
skill: not good enough, not yet.

Of the 21,000 tonnes of explosives delivered by the British, only 900 have 
been high explosive shells fit for penetrating deep dugouts. And each ten-
yard-square patch of enemy territory has received just one pound of 
actually effective explosive.

In short, the British commanders are dangerously wrong about how good 
their artillery is. As a consequence, many of their soldiers have no idea 
what is about to happen.



7.20am: Hawthorn Ridge becomes a pillar of flame

The Hawthorn Ridge mine goes off. Its force rushes upwards at nine miles 
per second. Entire German platoons vanish. The official Army filmmaker, 
Geoffrey Malins, watches in awe:

“The ground where I stood gave a mighty convulsion. It rocked and 
swayed. I gripped hold of my tripod to steady myself. Then, for all the 
world like a gigantic sponge, the earth rose in the air to the height of 
hundreds of feet. Higher and higher it rose, and with a horrible, grinding 
roar the earth fell back upon itself, leaving in its place a mountain of 
smoke. From that second I was cold, cool, and calculating. I looked upon 
all that followed from the purely pictorial point of view, and even felt 
annoyed if a shell burst outside the range of my camera.”

As he turns his handle, men and pieces of planking blown high into the air 
begin to fall towards the ground… 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g8YfJmwY5Uo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g8YfJmwY5Uo


7.24am: The Germans React Quickly

The German trenches near the mine are a mess. Men stumble around 
with punctured eardrums; others are buried in their dugouts, fighting to 
dig themselves out before they run out of oxygen.

But many of the defences are intact. Friedrich Hinkel hears the British 
heavy artillery lift off his line. Go time.

“Out, out!” he yells to his men, racing up out of the dugouts. Outside 
there is so much chalk in the air it resembles a snowstorm. Pre-sighted 
German artillery begins to shriek down onto No Man’s Land.

In ordering the mine to be blown ten minutes early, the local British 
commander, Lt Gen Hunter-Weston, has made a fatal mistake. His staff 
believe the time is necessary for the debris to settle. It also gives the 
Germans ample space to recover.



7.28am: The other mines blow

At La Boiselle, Beaumont-Hamel, Fricourt, Mametz, Lochnagar and 
Carnoy, gigantic plumes of earth reach into the air.

Cecil Lewis describes the view:
“The earth heaved and flashed, a tremendous and magnificent column 
rose up in the sky. There was an ear-splitting roar drowning all the guns, 
flinging the machine sideways in the repercussing air. The earth column 
rose, higher and higher to almost 4,000 feet. There it hung, or seemed to 
hang, for a moment in the air, like the silhouette of some great cypress 
tree, then fell away in a widening cone of dust and debris. A moment 
later came the second mine. Again the roar, the upflung machine, the 
strange gaunt silhouette invading the sky. Then the dust cleared and we 
saw the two white eyes of the craters.”

He did not know then that the mine had been wrongly placed, and 
exploded in No Man’s Land. The Boisselle redoubt was intact.



7.30am: Zero hour

The British guns stop. An uncanny silence falls across the battlefield. The 
sound of birdsong is quite audible. Some of the British now assume the 
barrage really has worked. “I walked up and down the footboards saying 
to the men, ‘it’s a walkover’,” recalls Lt M. Asquith of the Barnsley Pals. “I 
had almost a feeling of disappointment.”

Then, all across the line, officers blow their whistles.

The first lines of men who have crept out into No Man’s Line now stand 
up and start moving. Those in their trenches take to their ladders. Across 
fifteen miles of front thousands of men step onto ground on which 
nobody has stood in daylight for nearly two years.

Attacking the crucial village of Montauban, Captain Nevill of the East 
Surreys has equipped each of his platoons with a football and offered a 
reward to whoever can get theirs into the German lines first. Nevill goes 
first, his ball rising high into the air. His men follow. 



7.31am: The Germans open up

The German machine guns sputter into life. Private Slater of the Bradford 
Pals recalls:

“For some reason, nothing seemed to happen to us at first. We strolled 
along as though walking in a park. Then, suddenly, we were in the midst 
of a storm of machine gun bullets and I saw men beginning to twirl round 
and fall in all kinds of curious ways as the were hit – quite unlike the way 
actors do it in films.”



7.32am: Heavy casualties

The Brits begin taking heavy casualties. This is not what they were 
expecting.

One private of the Bradford Pals is smacked on his helmet by a bullet as 
he climbs out of the trench and falls back, alive but dazed. Another with 
the Derry Volunteers watches his sergeant “disappear” as a German shell 
catches him in the throat.

In some sections the British have to bunch together as they pass through 
gaps in their own barbed wire. The Germans target those gaps. Dead 
bodies start to pile up in the narrow openings, each new soldier more 
vulnerable as he tries to climb over his comrades.



7.36am: Kill zones

Unteroffizier Braungart is surprised to see two British officers leading a 
wave of infantry with drawn swords. His machine gun makes short work 
of them. Another crew nearby suffer a jam before a shell hit detonates 
their ammunition box.

The Germans are trained to operate their guns like industrial equipment. 
Instead of aiming at individual targets they lay down constant fire over a 
wide area in overlapping kill zones.

All along the front the British are advancing into the kill zones. Those who 
reach the enemy trench line often find the barbed wire has not been cut. 
Thousands of soldiers are tangled up in it as they try to get through and 
hang there, jerking wildly as the Germans riddle them with bullets. 



7.36am: Kill zones

Near Fricourt two follow-up companies of the 10th West Yorkshires are 
caught in overlapping machine gun fire and all but wiped out.  Two 
Edinburgh Pals battalions take fire from the side and lose several hundred 
men in a few minutes.

The Pals regiments are one of the most poignant features of the Somme. 
Heavy casualties mean small communities lose hundreds of people at 
once. The town of Accrington is 303 sons down in the space of 20 
minutes.

At his observation platform Rawlinson can see nothing. A few flashes are 
visible through the thick mist. There is very little he can do now to affect 
events.



7.47am: The Ulstermen advance

One attack is working: that of the Ulster Division towards the Schwaben 
Redoubt.
Some are wearing orange sashes, while many sing traditional songs. Their 
battle cry: "Come on, boys! No surrender!“

They sweep into the trenches, moving quickly, throwing bombs down 
every dugout they can find. They need to be quick: the artillery lifts to its 
next target at 07:48.

As the first wave of Ulstermen force their way further in, Germans they 
have missed pop up behind them and start shooting. Machine guns strafe 
them from the villages on either side. 

The fighting is savage. Lewis gunner Hugh Stewart recalls:
"I had never killed a man with a bayonet before and it sent cold shivers 
up and down my spine many's a night afterwards just thinking about it."



8.06am: The last charge of the Lonsdales

Near the village of La Boiselle the British are advancing up two fortified 
valleys. Within ten minutes of attacking 80 per cent of the first wave 
troops are dead or wounded. The Germans wait until the Brits are very 
close and then let loose. They are so eager that many of them stand up in 
the open on the lip of their trench to shoot down into the valley.

In Authuille Wood the Lonsdales – a Pals battalion – leaves its reserve 
trench. They have to move across open ground to their own front line 
before they even get to No Man’s Land.

The machine guns are waiting. Between the forest and the front line they 
lose around 250 men. In No Man’s Land they lose another 250. In all they 
lose 25 out of 28 officers and 519 ordinary soldiers out of 800.

This pattern is repeated across the Somme as brigade after brigade sticks 
to the plan. After only one hour, roughly 30,000 British soldiers are 
already dead or wounded.



9.09am: Haig is told the attack is going well

Haig receives reports which suggest the attack is “progressing well”. 
British forces are moving into Serre, he is told, and have also entered 
Thiepval. Neither of these things is true.

This is not his fault. The information coming back to him is wildly 
optimistic. Observers see the artillery lift as planned and assume the 
objectives are taken. Streams of German prisoners from the ones which 
are give the impression of victory. German signal flares calling down 
artillery are mistaken for British signal flares indicating success.



9.28am: The Ulstermen hit a wall of flame

The Ulstermen have taken the Schwaben Redoubt, but the desperate 
Germans are holding them there. Overlapping fields of machine gun fire 
from the surrounding ridges cut them down.

Tommy Ervine, reinforcing the redoubt, runs down a trench throwing 
grenades into the dugout, shouting "divide that amongst yez!" 

"Somebody shouts 'go that way', so I did. And sure enough somebody got 
me in the leg. I made for him – a German – and I got him, shot him in the 
face. Then I tried to walk back and I couldn't. I'd been shot. A big fellow 
called Andy Robb pulled me back...I'd have liked to get in among them 
Germans with my bayonet because they'd mowed us down like pieces of 
wood...it was terrible...it was cruel."

Failure to take Thiepval is bleeding them all. The village continues to rake 
the Ulsters with machine gun fire. Artillery observers believe, wrongly, 
that it has been taken, and so British artillery stops firing on it.



9.45am: Get Up and Try Again

Arthur Hadow reports to Major General Caley at brigade HQ. 89 per cent 
of the men who went over the top are killed or wounded, including all of 
the officers. 

Caley nevertheless tells him to round up any who are left and attack 
again.



10.52am: Cut off in the German trenches

Lieutenant-Colonel Reginald Bastard followed his men across No Man's 
Land to a captured trench. As the only officer present he took command, 
yoked together three units, checked the dugouts and organised a 
defence.

But all morning they have been cut off by the German barrage in No 
Man's Land. His commanders don't appear to know he is there. 
Telephone cables are cut and runners can't get through. Casualties are 
mounting.

After repeated German counter-attacks he is finally forced out of the 
trenches and back to the wire. He leaves his men with instructions to 
hold out and races back into the deluge to get reinforcements.

Bastard's position is mirrored across the front. Many tenuous holdings 
have been given up or will soon be lost because there is no support.



11.47am: Stick to the plan

Lieutenant-Colonel Magniac’s battalion is down to 75 men. He has 
watched the others die on the wire outside Beaumont Hamel, where 
survivors are now trapped. Yet now his brigade commander orders 
another attack.

It’s difficult for officers on the Somme to refuse orders. Divisions are 
under pressure from their corps commanders. Brigades are under 
pressure from their divisions. And the plan specifies attack times for 
every battalion. Requests up the chain to deviate from the schedule are 
being denied, even where they make no sense to the commander on the 
ground.

Magniac sends 25 men across to rescue their comrades at the wire. Five 
of them make it.



12.54am: Those left behind

In No Man’s Land the sun beats down on the men who are trapped in 
craters. Some keep their heads down, but others trade potshots with the 
Germans.

Albert McMillan peeps over the edge of his crater and fires at whoever he 
can see. Several times he is not quick enough to duck down and return 
shots ping off his helmet.

Outside Serre, Lieutenant RA Heptonstall of the 1st Barnsley Pals 
witnesses a macabre German pastime: 

“From my shell hole I could see a dead man propped up against the 
German wire in a sitting position. He was sniped at during the day until 
his head was completely shot away.”



2.02pm: Haig and Rawlinson meet to discuss the battle

At some point after lunch, Haig and Rawlinson meet.

Haig is not in the business of criticising his subordinates. In fact his whole 
approach is to leave them alone. He is shy and doesn't speak well, which 
often causes misunderstandings. Other people think they are anticipating 
his desire when really they are imagining them.

So although both men discuss the situation in the Schwaben Redoubt, 
neither make any particular decision about it. No resources are 
reallocated, no plans change. Both men are content to let the situation 
play out along its current course.

German reinforcements eventually lead to them retaking the Schwaben
Redoubt.



5.08pm: Malins gets his picture

As the fighting dies down, Geoffrey Malins films the roll call of the 
Seaforth Highlanders:.

"I filmed them as they staggered forward and dropped down utterly worn 
out, body and soul. By an almost superhuman effort many of them 
staggered to their feet again, and formed themselves into an irregular 
line. In one little space there were just two thin lines – all that was left of 
a glorious regiment (barely one hundred men). The sergeant stood there 
with note-book resting on the end of his rifle, repeatedly putting his 
pencil through names that were missing.”

He has all the footage he needs. Soon he will be back in London to edit it. 
The resulting film, simply entitled The Battle of the Somme, is immensely 
popular. Although it includes pictures of men dying on camera, and of 
dead bodies, it only seems to inflame patriotic feeling. Malins gets the 
Military Cross.



7.18pm: Conclusion

By the end of the first day of the Battle of the Somme, 21,000 British 
soldiers and 8,000 Germans are dead. The Brits have suffered more 
casualties than in the Crimean War, the Boer War, and the Korean War 
combined. 

Our main success is Montauban; most of the other gains will be lost 
overnight. For every yard captured, two men are casualties.

Over the next three months British attempts to widen this breach 
degenerate into muddy confusion. Both sides rush ill-trained and ill-
equipped troops into piecemeal battles over scraps of copse and village 
until finally the winter weather smothers their efforts. 



7.18pm: Conclusion

In the new year the exhausted Germans retreat and dig in, hoping instead 
to weaken Britain's economy though submarine warfare. This brings the 
Americans into the war. So the Somme is a strategic victory. The generals 
learn, and the tactics which work on the Somme eventually become the 
tactics of the whole army.

No Man's Land reverts to fields and meadows and the trees mostly grow 
back. Experts think it will take another 500 years to remove all the 
unexploded bombs.
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