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SHEET 2 

What happened during the Battle of the 

Somme? 

The Battle of the Somme still holds the nefarious record for having the bloodiest 

first day of any battle, in any war, in British military history. 

19,000 British servicemen were killed on Day One and 57,000 injured. That’s one 

man for every second of the battle. When the battle had ended, the British had 

gained just ten miles of land. Some historians have claimed that Haig should have 

learned from these statistics and adjusted his tactics. He did not. Through the rest 

of July and until mid-November, Haig continued with these tactics: shell 

bombardment followed by waves and waves of men – expending their lives like a 

sniper depleting his magazine of bullets. 

After nearly 5 months, Haig called it quits. His objectives – to relieve the French at 

Verdun and punch a hole in the Germans line – had been achieved... to an extent. 

And at a high cost: the Somme led to the loss of 600,000 men on the Allies side; 

400,000 being British or Commonwealth troops. Added to the number of German 

casualties and over a million men had been injured or killed in the Battle of the 

Somme. 
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What went wrong? 

As historians we are lucky to have a treasure trove of eye witness testimony 

which survives from the First World War. These accounts reveal to us what it was 

like on that bloody first day of fighting. 

Read the sources below. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source A: From a British soldier, 

Staffordshire regiment 

‘As we walked across I could see 

unexploded shells lying on the 

ground…’ 

Source B: From a soldier in the British 

Army, 16th (Irish) division 

‘We were surprised to see the wire 

entanglements everywhere 

untouched…’ 

Source C: From a German soldier 

‘We were surprised to see them 

walking. If only they had run, they’d 

have completely overwhelmed us…’ 

Source D: From a British soldier, 8th 

Battalion, East Yorkshire regiment 

‘When we got to the German trench I 

was amazed to find it completely 

untouched, even the electric lights 

were still on…’ 

Source E: From a soldier in the British 

Army, 9th Battalion (Highlanders) 

‘We weren’t long into No Man’s Land 

when the familiar patter-patter of the 

machine guns began. The failure of 

the bombardment dawned on us, but 

there was little to do but carry on…’ 

Source F: From a Canadian soldier, 

The King's Own Calgary Regiment 

‘I went in the second wave. The man to 

my right fell, then the man on my left. 

Within five steps I found myself 

alone…’ 


