
first day on the somme

First day on the Somme was a pivotal moment in World War I, marking one of the bloodiest battles in
history. The battle commenced on July 1, 1916, and the events of that day have left an indelible mark on
military history. The Allied forces, primarily composed of British and French troops, aimed to relieve
pressure on the French forces at Verdun and to achieve a breakthrough against the German lines. This
article delves into the events of that fateful day, the strategic objectives, the human cost, and the lasting
legacy of the Battle of the Somme.

Background to the Battle of the Somme

The Battle of the Somme, planned as a joint British and French offensive, was conceived in response to the
stalemate that characterized much of World War I. By mid-1916, the Western Front had become a
grueling landscape of trench warfare, where neither side could secure a decisive advantage.

Strategic Objectives

The primary objectives of the first day on the Somme were multifaceted:

Relief of French Forces: The French army was struggling to hold the line at Verdun, and the Allied
leaders hoped that a successful offensive on the Somme would divert German resources.

Breakthrough of German Lines: The Allies aimed to penetrate deep into German defenses,
ultimately leading to a collapse of the German front.

Support Allied Morale: A successful attack was seen as essential to restore faith among the Allied
troops and the home front.

The Plan for July 1, 1916

The plan for the first day on the Somme was meticulously crafted, involving a week-long artillery
bombardment designed to destroy German defenses before the infantry assault.



Preparation and Bombardment

The preparatory artillery barrage began on June 24, 1916, and was one of the largest in history. Despite the
scale of the bombardment, it was marred by several significant oversights:

Failure to Destroy German Bunkers: Many German defensive positions were left intact, rendering
the bombardment less effective.

Communication Issues: Poor coordination among units led to confusion during the attack.

Underestimation of German Resilience: Allied commanders underestimated the ability of German
troops to recover quickly from bombardment.

The Assault Begins

At 7:30 a.m. on July 1, the British forces launched their attack. Soldiers were ordered to advance across no
man's land, a treacherous expanse riddled with barbed wire and artillery craters.

Conditions on the Ground

The conditions faced by the soldiers were harrowing:

Barbed Wire Obstacles: Many units found the barbed wire uncut, making it difficult to advance.

Machine Gun Fire: German machine gun positions opened fire on advancing troops, resulting in
devastating casualties.

Poor Visibility: Smoke from artillery and the debris of war created chaotic and disorienting
conditions.



The Human Cost

The first day on the Somme is remembered for its staggering loss of life. By the end of the day, the British
forces suffered approximately 57,000 casualties, with around 19,000 soldiers killed.

Casualty Statistics

The numbers from July 1 are sobering:

British Casualties: Approximately 57,00

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the significance of the first day on the Somme?

The first day on the Somme, July 1, 1916, marked one of the bloodiest days in British military
history, with nearly 60,000 British casualties. It was significant as it aimed to relieve pressure on the
French forces at Verdun and to break through German lines.

How did the tactics used on the first day of the Somme contribute to
the high casualty rates?

The tactics employed involved a massive artillery bombardment followed by infantry advances, but
the bombardment failed to destroy German defenses effectively. This led to troops being exposed to
machine gun fire, resulting in high casualty rates.

What were the main objectives of the British forces on the first day
of the Somme?

The main objectives were to capture key German positions, relieve pressure on French forces, and
initiate a breakthrough in the Western Front, aiming to hasten the end of World War I.



Which divisions faced the heaviest losses on the first day of the
Somme?

The 36th (Ulster) Division and the 29th Division experienced some of the heaviest losses, with the
Ulster Division suffering around 5,500 casualties in their assault on the village of Thiepval.

What impact did the first day on the Somme have on military
strategy for the rest of World War I?

The catastrophic losses led to a reevaluation of tactics, including the need for better reconnaissance,
improved artillery techniques, and more coordinated attacks, which influenced strategies for
subsequent offensives.

How did soldiers prepare for the first day on the Somme?

Soldiers underwent extensive training, participated in mock assaults, and received briefings about
the plan, but many were still unprepared for the reality of trench warfare and the conditions they
would face.

What role did technology play on the first day of the Somme?

Technology such as artillery and machine guns played a crucial role, with the latter causing
significant casualties. However, the failure of new technologies like tanks, which were first
introduced later in the battle, highlighted the limitations of military innovation at the time.

What lessons were learned from the first day of the Somme?

Key lessons included the importance of thorough reconnaissance, the need for better communication
between units, and the realization that sheer numbers alone could not guarantee success in the face of
well-entrenched defenses.
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