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ROBIN PRIOR and TREVOR WILSON, The Somme (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2005), viii + 358 pp. 18 illus., 22 maps. ISBN 0 300
10694 7. £19.95

Ninety years ago, on 1 July 1916, one of the bloodiest battles of the
First World War began. After seven days of heavy bombardment had
prepared the ground, British troops left their trenches on the Western
Front to attack the enemy in a battle which was intended to pave the
way to final victory. Only a few hours later, this plan had utterly
failed. British casualties amounted to almost 60,000 dead or wound-
ed. Many units which had gone over the top in the early morning
simply no longer existed in the evening. The 15 West Yorkshire
Regiment, for example, suffered 539 casualties out of 750 who had
attacked; the cost to the Newfoundland battalion, which was part of
29 Division, was even greater—272 killed and 438 wounded out of
790 deployed. Other regiments hardly fared better. The 11 Sussex,
which lost 691 out of 800 men, summed up the disaster of 1 July when
night fell: ‘Wave after wave were mown down by machine gun fire 
. . . very few reached the German line’ (p. 98). Instead of achieving a
breakthrough or, at least, making any considerable territorial gains,
Kitchener’s new armies were dying in no-man’s-land within hours,
obviously as the result of a series of grave mistakes which could have
been avoided. When fighting eventually ceased in November
because of the weather and because both sides were exhausted, casu-
alty figures were terrible in every respect. A total of 432,000 British
soldiers, or 3,600 for every day, had become casualties. A closer look
at the divisions engaged in the battle further highlights the dramatic
extent of British casualties: 15 of the 52 divisions engaged no longer
existed, and the average casualty figures in those that remained
ranged between 70 and 85 per cent of their usual strength. Compared
to British casualties, the German army had suffered ‘only’ minor loss-
es totalling 230,000 after four months of fighting. 

What had gone wrong? Although many books have dealt with the
Battle of the Somme, which still looms large in British public memo-
ry, Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson once again analyse the prepara-
tions for the attack and the course of operations which began on 1
July, and eventually came to a standstill on 19 November 1916. As a
result of their very detailed analysis they challenge many conven-
tional views of the Battle of the Somme. 
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First, there can be no doubt that both Britain’s political and mili-
tary leadership must be held responsible for the Somme disaster.
Right from the start, the cabinet had been involved in discussions
about the nature of the 1916 campaign. Although cabinet had
demanded assurances from Lord Kitchener, Secretary of State for
War, and Douglas Haig, commander-in-chief of the British Exped-
itionary Force, that the battle would be fought with due regard for
manpower resources and that fighting would not begin before supe-
riority in guns and ammunition had been secured, it never examined
the assurances given by the military. When the battle began, cabinet
always remained in the dark about its purpose and its nature. Even
though it could have known better by August, as Churchill’s harsh
criticism of Haig’s operations illustrates, it did not demand a change
in Haig’s conduct of battle because of the lack of a clear alternative.
Thus as Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson rightly claim, the civilian
leadership failed the men for whom they claimed to be trustees (p.
309).

Second, in sharp contrast to the conventional view that
Kitchener’s new army was unable to carry out complicated man-
oeuvres, both authors stress that it was not the men who failed, but
their commanders. Their detailed research reveals that battalion com-
manders, for example, considered their men skilled enough for quite
sophisticated manoeuvres. It was not the lack of training but the
inadequacy of fire support which eventually turned the first day of
battle, as well as the many others that followed, into almost total dis-
aster. Although 19 million shells, or 150,000 every day, were poured
on to German positions, British artillery fire lacked accuracy.
Moreover, British commanders did not fully appreciate the impact of
the creeping barrage on the crossing of no-man’s-land. As a result,
British soldiers often became casualties before they reached enemy
trenches, if not before they even reached their own parapet. The per-
formance of XIII Corps on 1 July, that of the Fourth Army on 14 July,
and the successful attack on 23 September demonstrate that the
British infantry could perform as well as their enemy if preparations
and artillery support were adequate. 

It is hardly astonishing that Robin Prior’s and Trevor Wilson’s
judgement on Britain’s commanders is devastating. None of them
seemed capable of fulfilling the task assigned to them. With regard to
Haig, hardly any of his claims stand up to detailed scrutiny. The
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Battle of the Somme was planned neither to relieve the French at
Verdun nor to pin the Germans to the Western Front in order to help
the Russians. Moreover, Haig’s planning had nothing to do with the
idea of wearing down German military strength by attritional war-
fare. Instead, he wanted to win the campaign, if not the war, at a sin-
gle stroke and by gallant cavalry sweeps. In this respect Haig tried to
imitate the example of Napoleon. However, this could not work in
the age of industrial warfare. Accordingly, Haig failed at both strate-
gic and tactical level. He was unable to develop an appropriate strat-
egy which effectively used modern weapons such as heavy artillery,
tanks, and aircraft. Nor was he capable of developing a method of
fighting in the maze of trench defences, barbed wire, and massed
artillery and machine-guns. Unfortunately, neither Haig nor Lloyd
George, who became Prime Minister in the aftermath of the Battle of
the Somme, and was one of the former’s most severe critics, changed
British strategy in 1917. Instead, for lack of any concrete alternative,
they mounted further large and unproductive offensives on the
Western Front—again causing thousands of unnecessary casualties.

In describing this battle, almost day by day, from different points
of view, Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson help us to understand a cam-
paign which lacked a coherent military strategy and responsible
political leadership. Thus they also deepen our knowledge of a war
which was to have a great impact on British and European history in
the short as well as the long run.
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