"A regiment of 900 soldiers would have 32 stretcher-bearers, which meant 16 stretchers, two men to each stretcher.
"You can see that if you have three or four hundred wounded lying out in front of the regimental position – out in no-man's-land – and the Germans did in effect, once the attack stopped, let the British collect their own wounded.

"There was no official truce even if they were afflicted by the sight of the holocaust – and you can see that 16 stretchers aren't going to save many lives. So the great difficulty was to get the wounded to the point of first aid, to the regimental aid post, and then to the casualty clearing station where the doctors would begin to treat them.

"The doctors were overwhelmed too.

"There are these terrible descriptions of these tented casualty clearing stations completely surrounded by men lying on stretchers, or simply lying on the ground, waiting their turn. And their turn not coming that day, or perhaps not even the next day. The doctors did their best.

"... triage wouldn't work in conditions like the Somme.

"There was a system called triage, or 'choosing' (a French word). But triage typically divides people into three classes: the hopeless, the seriously wounded, and those who will probably recover without much treatment. It focuses attention on the middle group. There were simply too many casualties and too few doctors – too few anybody."

The Somme

Pals’ Battalions

"One of the figures in Britain that did anticipate a long war was Field Marshall Lord Kitchener.
"He was appointed, slightly against his will, Secretary of State for War at the outbreak of war. Kitchener tapped into this mixture of local civic pride, national patriotism, a sense of belonging to a community. Once Kitchener tapped into this, in the end of August/beginning of September 1914, the British Army suddenly expanded almost overnight.

"The key to this was local effort, local civic pride, and the symbol of this in 1914, was the idea of the 'Pals' battalion.

"It's an idea attributed to one of the great peers and aristocrats of the northwest Lancashire area, Lord Derby. Around about the 26th-27th of August, it was announced in Liverpool, the great city on the River Mercey, that Lord Derby was going to try and raise a battalion of pals.

"By this he meant that he thought the battalion could be raised of local lads who might be willing to join the army more readily if they knew they were going to serve, and eventually fight alongside, their friends. This idea caught on in Liverpool. Within a week or so, Liverpool had four Pals Battalions. They marched in groups into the center of Liverpool and enlisted together.

"Now, Lord Derby also had a big political influence in Manchester, and there is the kind of attitude, even in Britain today, that anything Liverpool can do, Manchester can do better. So Manchester decided also that they were going to raise Pals Battalions. Within a period of about three weeks, the great industrial cities and towns of the North of England were all raising units on a local level. By the end of 1914, there were well over a hundred of these Pals battalions from all sorts of places, mostly in the north and Scotland."

"It was the biggest barrage that had ever been.
"They [the Allies] fired millions of shells. They were firing over 100,000 shells a day; relentless, relentless banging and booming of this tremendous bombardment. So loud you could hear it in England, if the wind was in the right direction – 60 or 70 miles away. And that gave the soldiers great confidence because they thought: 'How can anybody live under this bombardment?' Which is what they were intended to think, and which the High Command themselves thought.

"There was a great deal of preparation for the battle, and soldiers did make their wills. Every soldier's pay book had a little blank 'will' form in it. There were special provisions in the war: you could make a valid will without it being witnessed, you merely had to sign. Commonly, they would say: 'I leave everything to my mother,' and sign their names, and that was their will.

"It was a religious army, in many ways.

	
	

	


"Very high degree of churchgoing in England, and even more so in Scotland and Wales, before the First World War. So there were countless services. If they belonged to communicating branches of a Christian church, they commonly took communion. And, there was a great deal of writing letters of home, and of shaky hands. But I think in an optimistic – and perhaps, not even forced optimism – I think they really believed they were going to win a great victory on July the first.

"... they [the Germans] just began killing them, cutting them down as fast as they could.

"The British go up out of their trenches, shoulder to shoulder, for about ten or fifteen miles, and proceeded to advance across no-man's-land. As they did so, the Germans realized when they heard the bombardment stop that the attack was coming. They rushed up from their dugouts beneath the trenches and set up their machine guns and began to fire for their lives – literally for their lives – because, of course, it was kill or be killed.

"They just saw in front of them wave after wave of khaki-clad men – two, or three, or four, five hundred yards away – plodding on towards them. In many cases they did really kill almost everybody in front of them."

Women

"I think many women did find the war a genuinely liberating experience.
"It was very important to them that they were actually supporting the war effort, although lots of them didn't really think much about what the war was about. They knew that their friends, relations, husbands, sons were abroad. They were dying. There was a shell shortage. And they felt they really could do something to support the war effort. It was very exciting for a lot of them.

"There were two main dangers to women munitions workers. The first was simply from explosions. Obviously, if you're working with all these dangerous materials it's very important to keep all sparks, or possibility of sparks, away from the area. And there were several big explosions in various factories around the country, the biggest one being Silvertown, and women were killed. It's very difficult to know quite how many women were killed because all this was subject to censorship during the war. So, that there were the immediate dangers of an industrial accident and injury, and lesser injuries as well. I mean, women cut their fingers, got grit in their eyes, and experienced noxious fumes from all sorts of processes.

"TNT turned women yellow.

"The other really major danger to women -- which was very much hushed up at the time -- was from TNT. They absorbed it through their skin and they breathed it in. Most descriptions of TNT poisoning during the time implies that, oh well, you just went yellow and you're hair went orange, you came off work for a few weeks -- you ate well, drank milk, and you got better.

"But, in fact, TNT was much more dangerous than that. And even if you didn't die you could be seriously ill for a long time. This was something that most women didn't realize until it happened to them or their friends. They were told that it wasn't dangerous. And then they discovered later that they did get quite sick from it.

"The scale of the war meant that far more men either volunteered or were later called up.

"I think the country was used to the idea of a professional army that would go and sort things out. And, therefore, women who were married to ordinary men, who were married to men who had no wish to be soldiers, would have thought that wars were happening quite detached from ordinary life. But the minute you actually have ordinary men volunteering to go abroad and to die for their country, it's worse because they didn't want to go and die for their country but they had to. It's quite different for their families. These are not women who've married soldiers; they're women who've married ordinary men, and their men are taken away to fight.

"Women knew that they were important to the war.

"The whole atmosphere of the war was also quite different from earlier wars. Its scale meant that it affected food supplies. It affected supplies of all kinds of goods in this country. It was quite obvious that women had to fulfill a new role in all sorts of jobs or the war couldn't have been fought.

"I think the way they actually coped with the fact they were making weapons of death varied from woman to woman. Some of them just cut it off from their home experience. They didn't want to think about it. Others actually felt they were making things that would bring the war to a close much faster."

