The Battle of the Somme and Mametz Wood, 1916
Factual information for Teachers
It had been decided that an offensive would take place on the Somme months before it actually happened. The area had been chosen by General Joffre in January, 1916, and it was intended that the French would attack the German lines with the British in support.

The plans for the offensive changed though after heavy fighting around Verdun. The French had lost over 200,000 men in this area by June 1916 and it was decided that the Somme Offensive would therefore take place earlier than planned to disguise the severe French losses. It was also decided that the British would, due to these loses, have to provide the bulk of the fighting forces necessary.

The Somme was known as a relatively quiet sector and the German lines were held by only 32 Battalions. The British and French planned to throw 400,000 men and 100,000 horses into the region just before the offensive in an attempt to secure a quick victory before the Germans had time to organise and reinforce their lines with up to the 65 additional battalions that they had available to them elsewhere and in reserve.

The Welsh Battalions that were to take part in the Battle of the Somme were:
2nd and 6th Welsh (1st Division)
9th Welsh (19th Division)

10th, 13th, 14th, 15th, 16th and 19th Welch (38th Division)

On the 24th June a heavy bombardment of the German front line trenches began. This commenced for seven days. Enemy observation balloons were also shot down by the R.F.C. who had gained aerial superiority over the area. Gas was discharged in forty different places and both the artillery bombardment and gas attacks were deemed a success. On the 1st July an initial attack was made.

The German trenches had been dug into chalk and the dugouts were well constructed. Thick wire stretched across the whole length of the proposed area of assault. On top of this many villages had been turned into mini-fortresses and the surrounding woods had also been fortified. Still, the first day of the battle can be seen as a relative success as the village of Montauban, which was one and a half miles from the British front line, was taken as was Montauban Ridge and the village of Mametz. Boiselle was cut off and a salient was pushed forward towards Ovillers. But, the Germans stubbornly held on to the important strategic areas of Thiepval, Beaumont-Hamel, St.Pierre Divion, Serre and Gomme-Court. 

On the 2nd July Fricourt was taken by the British and the front line was pushed forward towards Bottom Wood, Cliff and White Trenches. Bernafray and Caterpillar Woods were taken on the 3rd and 4th of July and La Boiselle was stormed on the 5th. On a front that stretched for six miles the British had swept past the first line of German defences and pushed the front line back for over a mile. The prisoner count at this stage of the battle was 94 German officers and 5,724 men.
As the British troops pressed on past the first line of German defences towards the second, the resistance became stiffer as the area near the German second system of trenches was heavily defended. On the southern edge of Longueval Plateau were three such areas, Trones Wood, Mametz Wood and Bailiff Wood. 
The 38th Welsh Division had been brought up to the front on the 2nd July. On the 5th July it relieved the 7th Division on the front opposite Mametz Wood. Before they arrived the 7th Division had made an attempt to take the woods acting on information given by a captured German soldier who had informed them that German troops had fallen back. An initial patrol had entered the wood, killed a party of German soldiers and taken the breech blocks out of two German field guns. A two Battalion attack followed on the night of the 4th - 5th July, but heavy enemy fire and a mass of uncut wire prevented these Battalions from pushing very far into the Wood.
The 7th July therefore was the date set for an all out attack on Mametz Wood. The 38th Division were ordered to attack the wood from the east (starting from the direction of Caterpillar Wood), while the 17th Division would attack the wood from the West. Soldiers of the 16th Welch were to lead the attack on the whole front of approximately 500 yards, known as the ‘Hammer Head’. The 10th South Wales Borderers and 17th Royal Welch Fusiliers were to be held in reserve. 

At 5:30 a.m. on the 7th July the eastern edge of Mametz Wood was bombarded with French gas shells. This was supposed to be followed by the laying down of smoke to mask the troops advance, but owing to the strength of the wind and the direction in which it was blowing, this could not be done. The soldiers had to therefore advance across 300-400 yards of open ground in open view of the German machine guns which were lined up along the edge of the woods. The 16th Welch (on the right flank) and 11th South Wales Borderers (the left flank) advanced at 8:30 a.m., and, as the Divisions documents from the time state, “had the honour” of leading the first assault to be made by the 38th Division. They were “eager to show the mettle of the Welshman.” The two battalions had been hidden by the slope of the hill opposite Mametz Wood, but they now had to advance down that slope and into a small valley, before making their way up another slope that led to the front of the woods.

German machine-guns raked the soldiers “hip and thigh” as they advanced. The 16th Welch suffered appalling casualties, but both Battalions reached a line of shell holes, about 200 yards from the woods edge. Here, they were pinned down. Artillery again bombarded the woods at 11:15 a.m. and the two Battalions once more moved forward. The 10th South Wales Borderers were brought up from reserve after a further artillery bombardment that took place at about 3:15 p.m.
German machine-gun fire continued to decimate the soldiers of the 38th Division and so it was decided that no further progress could be made. At 4:30 p.m. after yet another bombardment of the wood, all survivors were withdrawn, while the 17th Royal Welch Fusiliers were brought up to hold the original starting line.

The weather on the 8th July was much clearer than the previous day and patrols were sent forward to gather information upon enemy positions within the wood. The report that came back, not surprisingly, was that the wood was strongly defended. It was decided therefore that the wood would be attacked frontally using the whole of the 38th Division. This would take place on the 10th July – starting at 4:15 a.m.
Due to the failure to take Mametz Wood on the 7th July Major-General H.E. Watts, commanding 7th Division, relieved Major-General Ivor Phillips, commanding the 38th Division, at Divisional Headquarters on the 9th July. Brigadier Generals were eventually summoned to discuss the proposed assault on Mametz Wood with Major-General Watts, but not until the afternoon of the 9th July. Orders did not reach some parts of the line therefore until about midnight.
All Battalions managed to get into position by 3:00 a.m. on the 10th July. The soldiers of the 13th and 14th Welch were behind a bank opposite the wood and the 10th Welch behind the centre of the attack. Machine guns had been placed to sweep the ground ahead of the troops as they advanced. At 4:15 a.m. the 13th and 14th Welch advanced steadily and the 14th quickly entered and cleared their part of the wood. Lieutenant Hawkins, a Welsh International Rugby Player, charged down and captured two separate machine guns and during the advance the 14th Welch also captured a German Howitzer. The 13th Welsh encountered stiffer resistance and advanced with disastrous results into their own artillery barrage. Shortly before 7:00 a.m. they had to call for reinforcements. The 15th Welch was sent to aid the 13th and eventually they reached their objective, even though in places the undergrowth was so thick the advance had to be made in single file. 

To consolidate the ground gained during the advance it was decided that a ‘jumping-off’ trench was to be dug 300 yards into the wood. At about 9:00 p.m. however, a German counter attack, accompanied by shelling, panicked some men who fell back to the southern outskirts of the wood. This in turn caused the British artillery to open up on the northern part of Mametz Wood where the ‘jumping-off’ trench had been dug. This caused terrible injuries to the Welsh soldiers who had remained in the region. Sporadic shelling and gun-fire continued throughout the remainder of the evening and night.

On the 11th July the 13th and 14th Welch was withdrawn into reserve and the 16th Welch took the 13th’s place. The 15th Welch was relived by the 11th South Wales Borderers. Half of the 19th Welch and 100 men of the 14th Royal Welch Fusiliers were placed in reserve. The northern edge of the wood was, it was observed, still strongly held by the Germans. An attack was launched by the 11th South Wales Borderers, 16th Welch and 17th Royal Welch Fusiliers at 3:30 p.m. The 10th and 15th Welch and the 16th Royal Welch Fusiliers were brought up in support at 6:30 p.m. All Battalions were forced to withdraw after reaching to within 60 yards of the German line at 2:30 a.m. on the 12th July due to an intense bombardment and enemy machine-gun fire. The line, 300 yards within the wood, was however reinforced and held. The exhausted Welsh Battalions were relieved at dawn by the 62nd Brigade of the 21st Division. 
Why wasn’t the assault on Mametz Wood a complete success between the 7th – 12th July?
This was the first time that the 38th Division had taken part in a battle as a whole. The whole of Mametz Wood had not been captured for a number of reasons:

· This was the first time that the 38th Division had taken part in a battle as a whole. This caused some organisational problems and the separate Battalions often lacked clarity as to their objectives and the direction in which they were to attack.

· The Welsh soldiers initially had to advance down a slope into a small valley before facing an uphill trek towards Mametz Wood. This gave German machine-gunners on the edge of the woods ample opportunity to mow down advancing troops.
· The smoke screen for the initial mass attack on the woods was never used due to the strength and direction of the wind.
· The 13th Welch had lost their direction and failed to take the whole area known as the ‘Hammer Head’.

· There were many counter attacks, especially on the south-east side of the woods

· A great many officers were killed and wounded in action.
· Small groups of soldiers who were encouraged by early successes went looking for the enemy instead of consolidating their position.
· There seemed to be a lack of knowledge regarding the principles of a ‘creeping barrage’. Many Battalions advanced into their own artillery fire.
· Soldiers became disorientated once inside the woods. Officers were the only ones with compasses (remember that many of these were killed).
· The Germans had large numbers of officers who had been trained in the art of ‘wood fighting’.
The 38th Division losses at Mametz Wood:


Killed          46     Officers            556     other ranks

Wounded     138  Officers             2,668  other ranks

Missing       6      Officers             579     other ranks

____________________________________________

Total            190   Officers             3,803  other ranks

Of these, 12 Officers and 376 other ranks (one of whom being Edward Clement), were from the 14th Welch.


The Wood was finally taken

On the 12th July the 62nd Brigade finally cleared the northern edge of Mametz Wood as the Germans had largely evacuated the woods by this time and so resistance was light. It had taken 48 hours of heavy fighting to take the woods, two field guns and four hundred prisoners.
