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One of Many

Dedicated to the British Soldiers of the Somme

It was a perfect morning with a cloudless blue sky. There was not a breath of wind and one felt that it was going to be a very hot day. There was not a sound, it was weird, to say the least, so that when our main bombardment opened at 6.25 a.m., its effect was stupefying. ~Pte. J.G. Hanaghan, 3rd Liverpool Pals

7.20 A.M. is when it exploded. I had never seen anything like it in me life. This funnel, more like a great column, burst from the front of the lines. I was amazed that the wet chalk even went somewhere. But it did. My mouth hung open for a moment as I saw a very few number of men scramble away from the tunnel they had been working on. After a bit, I guess it was, they finally made it back to the trench. 


"Paddy." I couldn't believe he was alive.


"Shit, did you see that Nash? I almost got blown away! And to think the fun hasn't even bloody started yet." Private "Paddy" Kennedy moved towards the rear to wait ever patiently, again. The sun did shine and I wondered why we were attacking in broad daylight. My best pal, Peter Bates, began to get agitated. I tapped on his helmet.


"Fine, Johnny! I'm fine. Just wish we'd get this damned thing started is all!" His eyes smiled for just a brief moment, until he saw one of the bodies from the tunnel being brought back. The Sergeant plodded it to the soldier and began asking him why he brought the body back. All I heard from the conversation was a boy's voice, 


"But sir! He's my pal. We enlisted together!" He was ordered to put the body down. The last pep talk came at 7.28 A.M. I could hear the birds, trying to compete with our leader and the whizz-bangs. All I heard was 


"Montauban." Our objective. We were ordered to get ready by the ladder and I was in front of Peter.


"See you over there, then?" He asked me.


"What, are you getting there first or something? This will be a walk in the park!" I turned briefly to face him, "I know, let's waltz over there together like old sweats coming home."


"I don't know, John. How about we just run like hell." I wished he would have stopped shaking. 


"Nash!" I heard the Sergeant holler at me, "Turn around and get ready!" 


"Sir, what about our rum ration?" I had just remembered it. The reason why Peter was shaking, obviously.


"Don't worry about that. Just get your arses up and over. We got to take this Montauban before night fall!" I quickly found my flask my girl had given me before we left for this place, by the Somme river. I handed it to Peter who took a good swig. 


I thought of Lucy, my 'Liverpool Lou,' for a moment. Because that's all I had. Peter's sister and I had gotten serious-like two weeks before he and I enlisted together in the Pals regiment. I had already asked her to marry me, but she declined saying she wasn't going to be a soldier's widow. I hated her for that and hopped a ride back to my London flat.


"See the world, make some history." I mocked Peter, who had said that to get me to enlist. "I told you I've already seen this bloody continent, I told you there would be a lot of French people." I heard Peter laugh behind me.


"And how many times do I have to tell you, my grandfather was French?" 


"Aye, and your mother was Irish." For that, I got a swift kick in the ass. I spun around only to see Peter lying flat on his back. Our load, which included two gas helmets, rifle ammunition, grenades, empty sandbags, a spade, wire-cutters, a flare or two, and some personal belongings, was too much for the small frame of Peter Bates. "You silly bastard, get up." I held out my hand as he squirmed like a turtle on its shell. "At least you didn't start a domino effect." When he got up he winked at me,


"You deserved that, you bloody fool. Tell me again, Johnny, how many people did you sleep with to become an editor at the Times?" I balled up my hand and crashed it down on his helmet.


"More beds than you've ever seen. You know, hard work never hurt anybody." The adrenaline surged within my veins and I became as anxious as my friend to get up and go. I had felt this way a day before, when we were supposed to attack initially. 30 June came and went and we had orders to stay down. Rain, I think was the culprit. I couldn't keep it straight how many times we had been stuck in the mud. This filthy French mud. I had heard the Ulster Division was quite happy when the date was changed to 1 July. Something about the Battle of the Boyne, some omen; as I recalled it was a victory at the cost of too many Irish.

The only feeling I had was to get to the objective and stay there and the thought that was uppermost in my mind was the phrase "For England," which I seemed to be repeating continually. This is the truth and not put in for heroics. To be perfectly truthful, I was scared stiff. ~Pte. W.L.P. Dunn, 1st Liverpool Pals

7.30 A.M. Breathing. It was the only thing I could hear. I felt like screaming, or at least saying something. All those weeks of artillery and bombardment boiled down to silence. It felt like eternity and I thought I was going to jump out of my gear when a whistle sounded.


"All right, boys! Over the top!" We each took our turn and for the first time in months, I stood on regular ground instead of duckboards. I felt paralyzed until Peter pushed me.


"Come on then, Private! Can't keep the Montauban girls waiting!" 


"If there are any by the time we get there!" A football was punted across the wire and we set off. The East Surreys had a contest on the first to make a goal at the enemy lines. I felt on top of it until I heard guns. "What the hell!" They had promised us the German guns would be silent. They said it would be easy to walk over and take the enemy trenches, that the occupants would be all dead. Men fell at my feet and I prayed that Peter was close behind me. I suddenly felt half crazed. 


"What did I say? Run like hell!" He was behind me and I picked up speed. Something tripped me up and I fell flat on my face. I could hear the pounding of boots running past me, one caught my leg and another my back. Peter slid down beside me. "John! Take off your packs!" He started to pull at my things and I finally found my arms to help him. When I stood up again, I noticed he was down to his Lewis gun, a few grenades and a small pack. As I saw Private Kennedy race by, I figured Peter had taken his lead. The man looked lighter than when I last saw him. All this in moments, seconds, even. 


Montauban. Peter and I began to follow Paddy on No Man's Land. No Man's Land. The words resounded in my ears. We weren't supposed to be there. Not one ruddy soul would survive, I was sure of it. A ricochet hit me in the side and I screamed, the adrenaline was mounting higher and higher. I knew one thing, I had to get my arse out of there. The three of us crashed into a crater our own shells had created. Guns and breathing. 


"Who started this silly shooting." Paddy said.


"Better yet, who started this bloody war." I retorted. Peter threw my flask at me and I caught it by my chest. I took a good drink and passed it to Kennedy. 


"Ready?" Peter asked. We nodded in turn and let out a strong yell. Peter had a whistle and he blew it. I could see the uncut barbed wire ahead of us. "Nash!" Peter spoke, "There's our Pals!" I looked a few yards to my right and sure enough the 2nd Liverpool Pals were running parallel to us. About another five hundred feet and Peter was cut down. To stop, I slipped down into the chalk and crawled over to him. Needless to say, he looked like hell ripped through.


"Pete?" My hand reached over to his wound. 


"Is it a Blighty?" He asked.


"You bet. Christ, what happened?"


"What do you think? I got shot, you bastard."


"Where's your medical pack?"


"Shit, it was one I took off." His bloody hand met with the side of his head.


"Now who's the bastard." I reached for mine and pulled out the roll of bandages. "Try not to move. They might try and pick you off." I bandaged him as best I could on my stomach and all and lied there next to him.


"Go! Run like hell." He choked up some blood and spat it out.


"Why? It's so damned pretty here." I made him laugh, but it was cut short by a body tripping over us. "Hey! You bugger! Mind my friend!" The soldier apologized and stumbled away. I spied an old fox hole and started to drag Peter with me. I jumped down into it and pulled him.


"God, careful!" He grabbed at my side. My turn to lecture him on being careful. Within seconds, two more soldiers joined us. Both dead. "Nothing like being buried by our own."


"Damn. Here come the clouds. Looks like we might actually drown." I lit up a cigarette and handed it to Peter who declined it. He did take my flask again.

We are filled with a terrible hate. Our actions are born of a terrible fear, the will to survive. Some of the Germans were getting out of their trenches, their hands up in surrender; others were running back to their reserve trenches. To us they had to be killed. Kill or be killed. You are not normal. ~L/Cpl. J.J. Cousins, 7th Bedfords

"Don't leave me cold." Peter said.


"Well, what should I do?" 


"I don't know. Go, I guess." 


"But, Peter, you just told me to stay. You sound like my mother." A great crash came from overhead and another body fell in. I was beginning to get a touch of claustrophobia. A second drill of bullets flew and this time, the body was alive when it knocked me over. It was a German. I froze in fright, and when we locked eyes I saw the same fear. My mind racing, I grabbed the nearest weapon, which was a bayonet-ready rifle. He stood at attention and raised his hands. I wondered where he came from and asked him. I hoped he spoke English. Christ, my side hurt.


"Don't shoot!" He spoke my language.


"I don't have to, if I don't want to. Come any closer and the bayonet will get you." He planted his feet into the ground.


"Do you have water? Or a cigarette?" I handed him the one I was about to finish. He took a deep drag, topping it off. "Your English have taken Breslau, and Montauban, but they won't get past the Alley, believe me." I kept glancing at Peter, who was slipping away and without taking even a first thought, I closed my eyes and shoved the bayonet into the Jerry. He let out a gasp and his eyes bugged out like a Hanoverian son. I dropped the weapon and just before he died I implored him to tell me how far it was to Montauban.


"Bloody Jerry, tell me!" He motioned for me to lean closer and foolishly, I did so.


"It's a long way..to Tipperary." He tried to laugh, but ended up choking.


"You bastard. Tell me." I spat in his face, which turned ashen gray. I knew then I would never know unless I poked my head out of the hole. I jumped up to meet with Peter's face, which was not looking well. "Pete. Peter. Did you hear him. We have the trench! We have Montauban!"


"Johnny. Listen. Tell my sister, Lucy that there is a box under my bed for her. It's filled with silly stuff, but she'll like it anyway. Old pictures of us."


"Peter, did you hear me. We're going to be okay! I'll get you to the medics. Or, the stretchers ought to be here any minute." As soon as I spoke I saw two men with a stretcher jump over us. I yelled and hollered, but they couldn't hear me. "What the hell. Why did they do that?" I shouted again, but only got the sound of the whizz-bangs overhead. And the screaming. I didn't know what was worse, those screams, or the silence from this morning.


"Johnny, just go! Grab your gun and get the hell out of here." 


"I'm not leaving you." He stopped listening to me.


"Make sure Lucy gets the box, okay?" I uttered a word I never thought I would utter. 


"Fuck." I made sure Peter was half way comfortable and promised to come back for him later. "You better be here, too, or I may hit you upside the lug. Don't forget you're going to be my best man."


"Shut up, Johnny. Run like hell." After a couple of tries, I got to the lip of the hole and once again, I was standing in No Man's Land. A medic ran up to me.


"You! Private! Keep moving, the second bombardment is coming!" He started to push me along until I got my own speed. He wouldn't even let me tell him about Peter. When I tripped, the medic kept going towards the trenches. My head hit a large rock and I was out cold.

There was my lieutenant, a sergeant and myself. The rest seemed to have been hit in No Man's Land. I had the wind up and the officer said, "God. God, where's the rest of the boys?" ~Pte. L. Dodd, 4th Tyneside Scottish

A low flying aeroplane knocked me to my senses. It was dark and when I looked down at myself, to take note of any injuries, I found a piece of white tape on my chest. The way the medics were going to find me, I guess. My breath came fast from my lungs to my mouth and back in again. They must have had a gas attack somewhere because that was what I breathed in. I coughed, but tried to suppress it. I knew that if I moved a Jerry would get me for sure. I lay very still and stared at the sky. And while I waited for relief, my side killing me at this point, I heard a remarkable thing.


"Keep the home fires burning." The boys sang sullenly from somewhere. As the chorus came again, I began to sing along, quietly and with tears in my eyes. What a hell of a day. I wondered how many more men saw the same fate as my pal. Or even as that German did. I was glad I had my eyes closed since the noise of that bayonet entering his body would haunt me just as much. I tilted my head slightly back to see if I could see anybody and boy, I almost shouted with joy and surprise. Blow me, if I wasn't yards away from our new trench! I slowly got up as my wound wouldn't let me get up any faster. Tearing off the white strip, I walked into the trench to come face to face with Private Deary from Childwall, Liverpool.


"Hey, boys!" He said over his shoulder, "Another Prodigal Son's come home!" How I wished there would have been two of us-Peter and me. I was given an extra ration of rum as there weren't that many that had survived. The spirits were high in the trenches though. I guess we were the only division that actually captured our objective this first day. First day! If this was what 1 July brought, I didn't want to think of what the succeeding days were going to bring. Armageddon for sure. Deary had to tell me to slow down my drinking. 


My wound was checked later that night and it wasn't as serious as I thought. No trip to England for me. I stayed with my Pals. The 2nd Liverpool Pals in the 30th Division. One thing I noticed though, it was nice to see a different trench. And as the night progressed, more wounded wandered in, was given a rum ration and sent to the medics. I wanted to go get Peter. The night would be the time to do it. I grabbed my pack and gun and started for the stairs up to the top. Deary stopped me.


"Where the hell are you going?"


"To retrieve my pal." He coolly led me by the shoulder back down.


"You don't want to do that."


"I'll go if I want."


"Don't do the job of the stretcher bearers. You'll get yourself bloody killed." A Lance Corporal walked up and asked what was happening. Deary told him.


"You are not going any where soldier. We have orders to stay here!" I glared at both of them and turned to the top. Before I knew it, they had grabbed me and pulled me to the duckboards. 


"We have orders!" Deary said, ready to sit on my stomach.


"Sod that! I don't care about our ruddy orders. My friend is dying out there!" I struggled to get up, but was met nose to nose by the Lance Corporal.


"Everybody is dying out there!" Lord was he cold. I was let up and Deary brushed me off. "One more outburst like that, and I'll make sure you are court-martialed and sentenced to a firing squad!" I almost wished it! Almost! I almost cried out and said something, but Deary pushed me back away from the Corporal. He sat me down amongst some other soldiers and stepped back slowly, watching to see if I moved. So I sat. I listened to the gossip which made me want to move even more.


"700? I heard thousands have already died." One soldier said.


"And how many miles have we taken?" His pal replied.


"One bloody mile. And that's only us. I hear worse by the other divisions."


"Where the hell did you hear this?" I asked him.


"I heard it from a soldier in Congreave's division. Rawlinson said we're going to sit tight for a while. He doesn't want us to advance!" I thought about this as the soldiers kept talking. Thousands of casualties. Peter one of them. I wondered where Paddy had ended up. I stared at a soldier obviously from the Surrey division, as he handled a football. I caught the writing on one side of it: 

The Great European Cup

The Final

East Surreys v Bavarians

Kick off at Zero.

More than anything I hated to see war-crippled men standing in the gutter selling matches. We had been promised a land fit for heroes; it took a hero to live in it. I'd never fight for my country again. ~Pte. F.W.A. Turner, Sherwood Foresters

So many men. I watched so many fall before I finally caught mine. I shipped off to Blighty and was nursed back to health. At least physically. I asked Lucy to marry me again, but she refused. I must have reminded her of Peter, because I know, she reminded me of him. I might have had a piece of shrapnel in my foot and a lost finger on my left hand, but I returned to the Times just to find somebody in my spot.


"George, you promised I would have my job back when I returned." I pleaded with my boss, a Londoner.


"I know, Mr. Nash." We were on a first name basis when I left, "But we didn't figure you'd be gone for four years. I needed a new editor. There is a space open though." I became hopeful, "Assistant to the new editor of your old department." I was ready to throw something. I would have taken anything in any other case, but as assistant to my old job. Never. Neither one of them had seen what I had seen. Had never stepped foot on No Man's Land.


The next few months brought news of old commanders taking their own lives. Of more missing in action brought up dead. So much of this news, and I found myself thinking of suicide. I tried it once, but only accomplished in scaring the hell out of myself. If I was meant to die because of the Somme, it wasn't going to be because I was forced to leave my pal to die alone. No. If I was meant to die because of the Somme, it would have been because I was forced to go over the top, over and over again. No rest for the private soldier. Not even when the Americans came over. Those who weren't shell-shocked, or mortally wounded, were continually sent over or executed for cowardice. This is how I saw suicide-cowardice. Private Peter Bates would have kicked me in the arse to think such a thing.

All quotes used are direct from Martin Middlebrook's The First Day on the Somme:1 July 1916. W.W. Norton and Company, copyright, 1972. All soldiers except for Privates "Paddy" Kennedy and Deary are fictitious. As are the additional characters. The dialogue between the characters are not in any way construed from actual accounts.

