
1 
 

SHEET 1 

Why did the Britain launch an attack at the 

Somme in July 1914? 

Field Marshall Douglas Haig, commander-in-chief of the British Army on the 

Western Front, was a man with little time for new military ideas. He was very 

much steeped in the ways that he knew – conventional tactics. In 1916, Haig put 

his belief in one final mighty push against the Germans to be executed in the 

Somme region of France. Our Allies, the French, had been asking for some form of 

military assistance from the British to help them in their battle with the Germans 

at Verdun. The French army was close to collapse at Verdun with a possible 

surrender imminent. The British government worried that without assistance 

from the French, the Germans would not be defeated. They requested that 

General Haig come up with a strategy to relieve the pressure on the French at 

Verdun. Haig’s plan was to launch a major distraction attack on the Germans at 

the Somme that would require them to remove some of their troops from the 

Verdun battlefield thus relieving the French in Verdun. 

 

General Haig’s battle plan 

After two years of fighting, the British army was almost depleted. General Haig 

knew that in order to launch an enormous offensive against the Germans he 

would need a large army. His answer was mass recruitment: thousands of new 

recruits were shipped in from Britain. Most had only just completed basic 

training; some were still waiting for their uniforms to arrive! What they lacked in 

experience they made up for in enthusiasm, none of them had any real 

experience the true horrors of trench warfare.  

The next part of Haig’s plan was to amass millions of shells. Munitions factories 

across England went into overdrive quickly churning out explosive shells by the 

boat load; some were made so quickly that not all assembly guidelines were 
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followed correctly and attention to detail was certainly lacking; although it’s 

difficult to tell a good shell from a dodgy one until they’re actually used.  

Haig made the conscious decision to pile up his millions of shells as near to the 

frontline as he dare; in full open view of the German trenches. He wanted the 

Germans to know that the British were planning something big. As he’d hoped, 

the Germans called for backup and thousands of German troops came to the 

Somme region to hold their line. In doing this, Haig had achieved his objective to 

relieve the French at Verdun.  

However, whilst the British made their preparations and stockpiled an impressive 

number of shells – boosting the morale of the British troops who looked forward 

to ‘blowing the Germans to Hell’, the Germans did not idly sit by. Their already 

well-built trenches were expanded and dug deeper and deeper into the earth, 

offering substantial protection from any shell bombardment that was to come.  

Of course the British had bi-planes that circled the skies above the German lines, 

but it’s difficult to survey underground structures from the air, so the intelligence 

gathered about the location and depth of the German bunkers was very limited. 

Guess work was called for, and so the British dug mines stretching out into No 

Man’s Land and deep into enemy territory. Explosives were laid and at the right 

time the order would be given to blow up the German bunkers from beneath the 

Germans’ feet. Hopefully, the mines would be in the right place. 

The appointed hour arrived and the Battle of the Somme commenced on the 1st 

July 1916. It began with a full 7 days of non-stop shell bombardment. Haig 

boasted to his officers that nothing would remain on the other side. The officers 

invited their troops, therefore, to simply walk across No Man’s Land in the 

confidence that all the Germans would surely be dead, their barbed wire smashed 

to smithereens, and their machine guns gone. Nothing could possibly have 

withstood the millions of shells that the British rained down that week. 

 

What they found when they went over the top…was unimaginable. 


