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Much of the popular attention on the Battle of the Somme 1916 is focussed on the first day of the
infantry assault, 1st July, when such high hopes were dashed and British casualties ran into the
tens of thousands. However, the Somme was a battle that lasted over twenty weeks, running well
into the autumn.This book is concerned with fighting south of the famous Albert-Bapaume road
from mid September to the official end of the battle. The coverage includes Martinpuich, the
hamlet of Eaucourt l'Abbaye, Le Sars and that strange topographical feature the Butte de
Warlencourt.The action starts with the major British attack of 15 September 1916, which
enjoyed some success and which included the first use of tanks. The book takes up the story
from the fall of Martinpuich and follows the British as they inched their way north eastwards to Le
Sars and Eaucourt l'Abbaye. This was gruelling warfare, fought in fast deteriorating weather
conditions and in the face of ever increasing volumes of artillery fire: the mud was almost as
much the enemy of both sides as the weight of lead and iron fired at them.The Butte de
Warlencourt has come to have an almost iconic status. This rather insignificant hillock, almost
certainly a burial mound of the Romano-Gallic period, marks the point at which the battle
officially ceased along the Albert-Bapaume road. For days before the battle ended both sides
tussled to secure its possession, numerous limited attacks taking place over devastated, utterly
water logged and featureless ground. Indeed it was the 'emptiness' of the area that made the
Butte of such significance, a fearsome, solitary landmark standing out against a backdrop of
desolation. It was the focus of the fighting in the area for almost six weeks.As well as the
customary walks, essential to an understanding of the confused fighting in the area, there is a
long car tour, covering many less visited parts of the battlefield to the east and north of the Butte
and which places it firmly in the context of the battle. Charles Carrington, who wrote one of the
classic memoirs of the war, was not alone amongst those who fought here when he commented
that, 'the Butte de Warlencourt terrified us'.
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Series Editor’s IntroductionThe Butte de Warlencourt today appears to be a lone, mysterious
hillock in the Somme landscape, seemingly out of place amidst the undulating countryside. And
indeed it is, in that it is a human creation, for what purpose is unclear – possibly a Romano-Gallic
burial mound – and dates back hundreds of years, made at a time when it was all but
surrounded by forest, although on its north side it was close by a significant Roman road.Over
the centuries following its creation it would certainly have witnessed the passage of great
armies, most recently during the Franco-Prussian War and, memorably, in the First World War,
when its symbolic significance has turned out to outweigh its wartime military value.By the
official end of the Battle of the Somme 1916, the promise of the offensive was engulfed in the
mud and destruction of the battlefield and had cost the maiming or loss of hundreds of
thousands of lives. Amidst the carnage the Butte stood out almost as a shining beacon and
conveniently marked the limit of the British advance along the Bapaume road. Stripped of its
vegetation, the chalk that forms a notable part of its bulk served to highlight its dominating
presence over this part of the Somme. This description is not some form of literary hyperbole, as
references to its threatening appearance are to be found in several memoirs, amongst which is
Norman Gladden’s (who served in the Northumberland Fusiliers) outstanding The Somme 1916.
A mile or two further south, in similar conditions to that around the Butte, Sidney Rogerson spent
time in November before Le Transloy and wrote in his great classic, Twelve Days: The Somme
November 1916, of his experiences as a company commander in the 2nd West Yorks in the line
there. I would strongly urge readers of this book to follow it up by turning to these two memoirs;
currently, Gladden’s is not in print but Rogerson’s is. From these you will get a vivid description
and consequently a better understanding of the experience of infantry soldiers in the late
autumn of 1916 in these Somme fields.It appears to be an unfortunate fact that the coverage of
the last two months or so of the Battle of the Somme 1916 is not, generally, extensive: histories
and accounts tend to concentrate on the preparations for and the opening day or two of the
battle. There are exceptions, of course; High Wood and Delville Wood, particularly when they



both came into popular consciousness on 14 July, at the opening of the second phase of the
British part of the offensive, often get considerable attention. And plenty has been written about
15 September, the opening of the third phase, above all notable for the first use of tanks on a
battlefield. But when all is considered the last two months seem almost to have disappeared
without trace into the mud and slime that characterised these last eight or so weeks of intensive
fighting.Popular interest in the battle in recent decades, perhaps dating from Martin
Middlebrook’s outstanding 1971 book, The First Day of the Somme (and which I think has never
been out of print since), which was followed in the eighties by a series of books on the Pals
battalions, has tended to concentrate on the British line on 1 July 1916 and the tragic events
surrounding that date. This trend has been supported by the continual development of facilities
at significant memorials (eg the Thiepval Memorial, the Ulster Tower) and remains of the
battlefield on that line (eg the Newfoundland Memorial Park and the Lochnagar Crater), all of
which provide a handy basis for many of the numerous school parties (in particular), most of
which have a very limited period of time to ‘see’ the Somme battlefield. I should be careful of
pushing this too far, but this is the strong impression that I get.It was not always so. It is notable
that in the early post war years that the Butte evoked considerable interest; for example, it was a
prominent stop in what was termed ‘the King’s pilgrimage’ to the battlefields in 1922. It inspired
several of the war artists. Situated as it is by the main road between Bapaume and Albert, the
main east west route through the British sector, countless thousands of members of the British
Expeditionary Force could not have failed to take note of it. Even during the war and immediately
afterwards, when the French government was considering which places should be preserved as
memorials of the conflict, the Butte de Warlencourt was one of only a handful of locations along
the whole of the front in France that were considered suitable for retention. In one report or other,
in the British sector of the Somme, these were identified as the ‘twin’ craters at La Boisselle
(Lochnagar and Y Sap), Thiepval Chateau and the Butte de Warlencourt.Indeed, when I first
came to the Somme in August 1968 with my father for a very brief visit, we were unarmed with
any guide – at that time the only one, I think, was the out of print, post war, Michelin guide. Rose
Coombs’ invaluable Before Endeavours Fade was not available then, first appearing in 1976.
Approaching Albert, our base, from Bapaume, we stopped at Warlencourt British Cemetery, my
first Somme cemetery; whilst there my father pointed out the tree and shrub covered Butte, off in
the middle distance to the south west, and explained its significance and talked of the famous
‘Durham Crosses’ that had been erected on or close to its summit. It was the first battlefield
remnant of the Somme that I saw, although we did not visit on that occasion, given its jungle-like
appearance, the fact that it was private property and the need for refreshments after a long but
interesting journey from Ypres. When we did eventually manage to do so, about ten years later, it
was a struggle to get through the vegetation (having negotiated the broken-down barbed wire
fence) to reach the summit and when we got there it was difficult to appreciate its dominance of
the immediate area and any of its distant views. Of the original crosses there were no signs,
although there remained a rather sad looking wooden cross erected by a German unit, I think in



1944.Probably since the outbreak of the Second World War it is fair to say that the Butte has
been very much a ‘minority’ interest for most battlefield visitors. Its immediate future was
secured by the Western Front Association in 1990, and its security and developments to make it
more instructive, accessible and generally visitor friendly have been further greatly enhanced
since it was sold in 2018: it well deserves to be, once again, as it was in the pre Second World
War years, one of the essential stops for those touring the Somme battlefields of 1916.This is to
be much welcomed, as, of course, is this book, the first new entry into the Battleground Europe
series of books on the Somme 1916 for about fifteen years (with the exception of those on the
French army by the late Dave O’Mara). One can hope that it will help to encourage visitors to the
Somme to this iconic spot, a symbol of the endurance and courage of the soldiers of the Somme
in that rain-sodden autumn of 1916, a silent witness to grim determination, fortitude and
resilience; yet also of dashed hopes, unrealistic expectations and much human misery. From the
top of the Butte, now cleared of obstructing vegetation, it is possible to view the ground over
which men from Britain and South Africa struggled against the resolute German defenders. The
narrative in the book provides an account of the events that took place in these French fields
from mid September to the official end of the battle, in mid November. The tour section puts you
‘on the ground’, providing the topographical context that makes understanding what was going
on and why features had a particular value that much easier.Those who fought here in the late
autumn of 1916 have, for whatever reason, often been neglected by posterity, their actions
summarised in a line or two referring to the generally very poor conditions and of an offensive
that had completely stalled in the mud. They deserve more respect than that and it is to be
hoped that Bob Paterson’s book will play its part in making their stories and actions better known
and appreciated.Nigel CaveRatcliffe College, March 2022.
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