“FLANDERS’ FIELDS” - #8 – THE SOMME

NARRATOR:


The Somme was not a battle -- it was many battles fought on many days in many weeks which, taken together, constituted a major offensive by British arms and lasted from the 1st of July through November of 1916.
The Somme offensive had no precise geographic objective. There was a purpose. The purpose was threefold.

To relieve the intolerable pressure on the French Armies at Verdun;

To aid Allies on other fronts by pinning down a maximum German force and

To inflict as heavy losses as possible on the Armies of the enemy.

To these might be added the personal motive of Sir Douglas Haig who wished to convince the critics of his strategy that the Germans were not, in fact, invincible on the western front. (He eventually went a very long way toward proving that they were.)

By early summer of ‘16 the steady build—up of British arms and material in France had reached the proportions of a very formidable force indeed. Haig was now confident that British artillery could smash flat the enemy lines under a massive weight of shells; that his infantry could advance all but unopposed over the ground where the German armies lay buried. His plan would become operative on 1st July.

The Canadians would not take part in the initial phase of the offensive but the First Newfoundland Regiment serving in the British 29th Division, moved off in the first assault on enemy positions on a one thousand yard front at 9.05 A.M., July 1st, near Beaumont—Hamel
HADOW, A.L.:

Royal Nfld. Regt.
On June the 30th at 9.15 P.M., we marched off from our billets in the village of Louvaincourt,25 officers and 776 other ranks, and some eight miles to go to reach our assembly trench. We reached the communication trench at 12.15 midnight July 1st, but owing to the congestion in the area it took us two hours to reach our destination. There was continuous bombardment by our guns all the time and it's difficult to express what that noise was like, incessant cannon fire.

NARRATOR:

Many batteries of Canadian heavy artillery were also in action with the British Force.
LEACH R.J.:

Arty. Corps

During the preliminary bombardment, which was about ten days, I observed an average of 1,500 rounds a day from four guns. During that time it just looked as if the whole place was pulverized. The Hun didn't reply. We had one hostile shell in our battery during the ten days.
PARSONS, Charles:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
The General told us that if all the shells were put on motor lorries they would extend about forty miles, so that will give you an idea of the number of shells that we threw at the enemy.
FROST Syd.:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
The troops were assured by all the commands that this was almost a walkover, They had bombarded for a week before, and all the wire was to have been destroyed, and there was tremendous confidence.

HADOW, A.L.:

Royal Nfld. Regt.
The 29th Division, of which the Newfoundland Regiment formed a part, were allotted three objectives. For the first objective the Division would start off at 7.30 A.N. July 1st, the time set for the overall battle on the Somme to begin.

MORRY, Howard:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.

It was a lovely morning and pretty quiet, but the very minute they got over the top, the very minute they started, well you wouldn't know what had happened. You couldn't see anything, only dust and smoke and shell bursting, and bits of rag and sticks and everything going up in the air. You couldn't see a thing, not a thing.
FROST Syd.:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
The first wave went over early in the morning, 7.30. We did know that something had gone wrong. We didn't know quite what.
NARRATOR:

As so much did on the Somme it had all gone wrong from the start.

The effects of the ten—day bombardment had been wildly miscalculated.

PARSONS, Charles:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.

The bombardment was intense but the Germans were very clever building dugouts. They had dugouts many feet below the surface and they were quite safe. All they had to do was to come up when the barrage had passed over and then their machine guns did the rest.

ROSS, J.W.:

4 Div. Arty.

They saved a great many lives, the deep dugouts. They were dug out of solid chalk. They would go down probably fifty or sixty feet, with steps, and under—ground. They were all dug out with caverns in there that would accommodate perhaps fifty or a hundred men.

FROST Syd.:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
As soon as the shelling lifted they swarmed up out of these dugouts, and when the troops went in they had no barrage, no protective barrage of any kind to keep the enemy machine gunners down. It didn't work out at all.

LEACH R.J.:

Art. Corps.

One Division, the British 21st Division, on our front practically didn't get beyond their front line on the first day.

NARRATOR:
It had all gone wrong ---- yet on and on it went as though to multiply the casualties would, somehow, make it right.

Wave after hopeless wave of infantry moved off bent, relentlessly, on its own destruction.

HADOW, A.L.:

Royal Nfld. Regt.
The 88th Brigade, with our Battalion, was detailed for the third objective, but this order was cancelled, and word came to us to deploy and attack the first objective instead of the third objective. At 9.15 A.M. on July 1st I gave the signal to advance. Then the leading line rose as one man and we started off.

GOODYEAR Ken.:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
We went over four abreast, sixty men all in line, down through the gaps that were cut in the barbed wire and, you see the thing is, the Germans had their machine guns trained exactly on those gaps. Those gaps was marked with white tape and rock. We were just sitting ducks, nothing more or less, but I'm going to tell you this, the boys did not falter one iota. They just marched into this thing as though they were going on parade, and they knew they were going to their deaths, the vast majority of them. As they came through from our own trench and into No Man's Land, they were all knocked over, knocked off.

FROST Syd.:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
To get through our own wire where gaps had been cut we had to form in single line in sections and, as they gathered into this formation, they were caught by machine guns and shells and everything else, and these gaps became clogged with dead and wounded men, and they either had to remove them or step over them or try to get through somewheres else.

PARSONS, Charles:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
I remember in one gap alone we counted sixty—six dead. Seventeen of us went over under Lieut. Miller and, at nightfall, there were but two of us left.

FROST Syd.:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
Advancing in waves in broad daylight, at nine o'clock in the morning, with machine guns playing on you from all directions, it was just an impossible situation. Our Battalion was wiped out before we got to our own front line.

GOODYEAR Ken.:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
I had sixty men in my bombing section. Among them was some of the finest men I ever knew. To give you an idea of just how devoted we were to each other, just prior to going over the top Paddy O'Brien, who was my Sergeant and one of the finest men that ever drew a breath of life, said to me, he said, "Sir!" he said, "You lead and we'll follow through hell and back." Well I took sixty men into hell. Three of us came out, Paddy O'Brien, Bern Forsey and myself.

FROST Syd.:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
Even if it had been more successful when the troops would have arrived there, they were so loaded down with equipment they couldn't fight anyway. Each man carried probably fifty or sixty pounds on his back consisting of his share of the Bangelore torpedoes, picks and shovels and bombs, and ladders to scale the trenches, and bridges to cross them, and all these things. There was such a conglomeration of equipment and things on men's backs that they weren't in any condition to fight even if they got there.

HADOW, A.L.:

Royal Nfld. Regt.
The casualties I have noted in my diary for July 1st, 1916, total officers killed and wounded 26, other ranks killed and wounded 688. The Regiment was nearly wiped out.

GOODYEAR Ken.:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
If the first two waves had taken their objective, well we would have had an easy mark taking ours, but seeing they got decimated the same way as we did, for the people at the top who knew the two battalions that had gone in front of us were decimated, why they sent us in, God knows, I don't. Well I suppose, you know, live and learn. But a lot of boys didn't live.

HADOW, A.L.:

Royal Nfld. Regt.
It was all worked out on paper beforehand, these three lines of attack and all that, but a lot of this Staff were inexperienced in the sense of not thoroughly knowing their job. It's easy to criticize afterwards, but in the First War the old Army tradition held good, i.e., the Army consisted of the Staff and the rest. The C.O. of a Battalion, in a sense, was inferior to any Staff Officer.

NARRATOR:
In the ivory tower of a rear echelon dream world, far from the reality of the trenches, some brass hat thought it would be helpful to affix a bright tin bull's-eye between every man's shoulder blades. Helpful to whom?
FROST Syd.:

Royal Nfld. Rgt. 
They had a disc, a tin disc made out of biscuit tins, on each man's back so that the Intelligence Officers and the aeroplanes and so forth would see just where they were and distinguish our troops from enemy troops, and all this. This disc attached to his back, when he was wounded, if he turned over the disc would shine in the bright sunlight and snipers would get him, so he couldn't crawl in. He had to just wait there until dark and by that time a lot of these poor men had died
NARRATOR:

Under the hot sun of July, the few that had got beyond their own wire lay out in No Man's Land.
GOODYEAR Ken.:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
I got out into No Man's Land and I got hit by the place known as the Old Danger Tree. It was a sort of a landmark between the German trenches and our own and anybody who got there got killed or hit anyhow. I was hit about fifty feet to the left of that, and lying there in No Man's Land was just bullet going crazy, and shells flying, and men dying around you. You could smell blood like a slaughter house. My water bottle had been shot away and you know even before we went over we were thirsty. The thirst became intolerable almost, your tongue swollen in your mouth.

MORRY, Howard:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
Charlie Parsons and I we went out after night picking up the wounded and dead, you see. In the day you could hear fellows calling out for help out of the shellholes but once night fell they weren't calling out any more. An occasional fellow was off his head. You'd hear him moan, but most of the fellows kept very quiet, afraid the Germans would come over and shoot them, you see, and you had to crawl down the shellholes and feel around, feel whether a fellow was dead or living.

PARSONS, Charles:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
We brought in the wounded first if we found anyone alive, and the dead afterwards. We brought one chap in nearly a week after, but I don't know if he lived.

GOODYEAR Ken.:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
Human life was so cheap. It was the most expendable of all military equipment. A horse or a mule had much more consideration paid to it than a soldier. I know, because when I came back and, being wounded, wasn't for active service, I was put back in charge of the Transport, and I know that there was more attention paid to a sick mule or a horse that died than to a human being that died. There was more questions asked.

O'DRISCOLL, J.:

Royal Nfld. Rgt.
The best of Newfoundland's manhood were killed that day, the men that really should be running the country today, because, as you know, they were volunteers, and the best people in any country are the volunteers, and they were the first people to be wiped out. It was a terrific calamity to Newfoundland.
NARRATOR:

A calamity indeed -- and not for Newfoundland alone. A whole generation of leaders from France and Britain and Canada was being lost that summer in the fetid corridor of death that wound its way from Switzerland to the North Sea.

