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 THE BATTLE OF THE SOMME OVERVIEW  

 

 

The Battle of the Somme is etched in Britain’s memory for more than being a blood bath. It was the first 

major offensive of World War 1 led by the British troops, where they did not play a supporting role but a 

leading one with British Commander in Chief Sir Haig and the battle’s British Commander, Sir Henry 

Rawlinson, planning the strategy.  Because of its scale, it required the deployment of a mass citizen 

army. This meant that almost every British family had a member on the front line, resulting in the whole 

of Britain feeling the pain, struggles and loss of each stage of battle. It was an intense five months, with 

sometimes two battles running consecutively and a total of 90 attacks. 

 

 

 

 

The front line on 1st July 1916 stretched fourteen miles from Montauban to Gommecourt and every 

stage of the offensive and attempt to move forward saw heavy causalities and varied outcomes. If the 

advancement of the front was pencilled on a map, it would look like the steps to a salsa: a few steps 

forward followed by a few steps back, repeated over and over again. The Allies advanced a mere 6 miles 

by the end of the Battle of the Somme on 18th November 1916, at huge human cost on both sides.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

country casualties 

United Kingdom 350,000 

Canada 24,000 

Australia          23,000 

New Zealand 7,400 

South Africa 3,000 

Newfoundland 2,000 

French 204,200 

Total Allies 613,600 

Germany 465,000 

Somme. The whole history of the world cannot contain a more ghastly word. 
Friedrich Steinbrecher 
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 THE DIARY OF AN ARMY SCRIPTURE READER WITH THE BRITISH EXPEDITIONARY FORCE IN 

FRANCE 

Introduction 

 

William Ransley left the Army in April 1889. After leaving he joined the Army Scripture Readers’ Society 

and shortly after that he was appointed as Army Scripture Reader. He began his work in Aldershot, 

where he had first begun soldiering in the early 1880s. After 10 years in Aldershot, he moved to 

Canterbury for a few months before heading off to the Boer War. When he returned, he was posted to 

Dover then Shortcliffe and Winchester. He often, in all his postings, visited the injured in Garrison 

Hospitals and carried out a lot of his work there. Shortly after the outbreak of World War I the Army 

Scripture Readers’ Society obtained permission from the War Office to send Readers to the Front to do 

spiritual work among the troops. No readers were allowed to be attached to Units at the Front, so ASR 

Ransley was sent to the base in Boulogne in 1914. 

 

ASR Ransley worked tirelessly among the various hospitals in Wimereux throughout the war. In 

December 1915 he was attached to Number 14 General Hospital and upon returning from England, 

where he spent Christmas with his family, he was posted to Number 5 Convalescent Camp and Number 

8 Stationary Hospital. This is where he would see the slaughter of the Somme through the eyes and 

stories of the endless stream of injured soldiers from both sides. 

 

 THE DIARY OF AN ARMY SCRIPTURE READER WITH THE BRITISH EXPEDITIONARY FORCE IN 

FRANCE 

July 1916 

 

A wounded man told me: “Different men act differently under shell-fire – some cry, some swear, some 

pray, and some go mad.” 

I visited 19 wounded German Prisoners, giving each of them a German New Testament.  

I made a special effort amongst the Hospital Orderlies by visiting them in their huts and inviting 

them to a voluntary Service; for I had felt that perhaps the Personnel had been neglected. I explained 

that I would hold an informal service at any hour of their own choice, as they had told me that they did 

not care for a strictly C. of E. Service, or, for the inconvenient hour of 6 p.m. at which that Service was 

held; and that their Chaplain wanted to meet them in this way.  


