
The Battle of the Somme: A Major Turning
Point in World War I

The Battle of the Somme, fought during World War I, stands as one of the most
significant and bloodiest battles in history. Lasting from July 1 to November 18,
1916, this battle saw the joint British and French forces clash with the German
army in an attempt to break the trench warfare deadlock on the Western Front.
With millions of lives lost, the Battle of the Somme reshaped the course of the
war and had far-reaching consequences for all involved parties.

Background and Preparations

Prior to the outbreak of the Battle of the Somme, the Western Front had been
locked in a stalemate for two years. Both sides had heavily fortified trenches
running from the Swiss border to the North Sea, resulting in a war of attrition with
limited progress.
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The British and French commanders believed that a major offensive was required
to break the stalemate, relieve the pressure on the Verdun front, and ultimately
destroy German morale. The Somme region in northern France, with its flat
terrain and extensive network of German trenches, was identified as an ideal
location for a major attack.

In the months leading up to the battle, meticulous planning and preparation took
place. Military engineers built miles of trenches, dugouts, and communication
tunnels. Artillery pieces were brought in and shellshock victims received medical
care in makeshift hospitals.

The Battle Begins

On the morning of July 1, 1916, the British forces under General Henry
Rawlinson launched their assault along a 30-kilometer front. Their objective was
to capture and hold the German trenches, while also bombarding their positions
with artillery fire.

However, the British faced heavy opposition from the strong German defenses. A
combination of machine gun fire, barbed wire entanglements, and well-built
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trenches inflicted heavy casualties on the advancing troops.

Despite the initial setbacks, British forces managed to gain some ground on the
first day. However, progress soon came to a halt due to the difficulty of
maintaining momentum across such a wide front.

Enduring Challenges: Mud, Machine Gun Fire, and High Casualties

As the battle continued, the soldiers had to face numerous challenges that made
the already dire situation even more nightmarish. Heavy rainfall soon turned the
battlefield into a quagmire of mud, making movement incredibly difficult. Men and
horses alike were trapped in the muck, adding to the chaos.

The enemy's machine gun fire remained one of the deadliest threats throughout
the Battle of the Somme. These well-entrenched weapons could quickly mow
down troops attempting to cross No Man's Land, leaving large numbers of
casualties.

The casualty numbers quickly soared as the battle raged on. In just the first day,
the British suffered approximately 57,000 casualties, including nearly 20,000
deaths. Ultimately, the battle would claim the lives of over 1 million men from both
sides, making it one of the bloodiest conflicts in history.

The Aftermath and Long-Term Implications

Despite the high cost in human lives, the Battle of the Somme marked a turning
point in World War I. The sustained fighting weakened the German army, who
were no longer able to launch significant offensives on the Western Front.

Moreover, the of new tactics and technologies emerged during the battle. The
British used tanks for the first time, although their effectiveness was limited due to
mechanical failures and the difficult terrain.



By November 1916, the Battle of the Somme finally came to an end. The
objectives set out by the British and French were not fully achieved, but the battle
did successfully divert German resources and allow for gains in other sectors of
the Western Front.

The Battle of the Somme remains a powerful symbol of the human cost of war. Its
impact on both the Western Front and the overall war cannot be underestimated.
The sacrifices made by the soldiers during this battle played a crucial role in
shaping the events that followed.

The Battle of the Somme by Alan Axelrod(Kindle Edition)
4.6 out of 5

Language : English
File size : 33178 KB
Text-to-Speech : Enabled
Screen Reader : Supported
Enhanced typesetting : Enabled
Word Wise : Enabled
Print length : 291 pages

Fought during 1916, the Battle of the Somme was conceived by the French and
British as a great offensive to be waged against Germany even as France poured
incredible numbers of men into the slaughterhouse that was the desperate
defense of Verdun.
The French general-in-chief, Joseph “Papa” Joffre, was especially anxious to go
on the offensive. For the French high command cherished the belief, born in the
era of Napoleon, that the success of French arms depended on attack and that
defense was anathema to what the nationalistic philosopher Henri Bergson called
the “élan vital” of the French people, a quality, he argued, that set the Gallic race
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apart from the rest of the world.
After more than five months, the British eked out a penetration of some six miles
into German territory. The cost had been 420,000 Britons killed or wounded
(70,000 men per mile gained)—and most of these were from “Kitchener’s Army,”
so-called Pals Battalions, working- and middle-class volunteers promised that
they could fight alongside their friends, co-workers, and neighbors. This meant
that the Somme, more than any other battle before or since, devastated the
young male population of entire British towns, villages, and neighborhoods.
French losses were just under 200,000. The Germans lost at least 650,000. Just
as the French refused to give up ground at Verdun, the Germans held on
stubbornly at the Somme—so stubbornly that General Ludendorff actually
complained that his men “fought too doggedly, clinging too resolutely to the mere
holding of ground, with the result that the losses were heavy.”
The only thing “conclusive” about the Somme was the ineluctable fact of death.
No battle ever fought in any conflict provided a stronger incentive for all sides to
reach a negotiated peace—the “peace without victory” that Woodrow Wilson, still
standing on the sidelines, urged the combatants to agree upon. Instead, the
Kaiser, appalled both by Verdun and the Somme, relieved Falkenhayn and
replaced him with Hindenburg and Ludendorff, who had achieved great success
on the Eastern Front. The new commanders created two new defensive lines,
both well behind the Somme front. On the one hand, it was a retreat. On the
other, it was a commitment to draw the French and British farther east and invite
them to sacrifice more of their soldiery. The modest advance the British made
was but the prelude to additional slaughter.
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