
23) 22514 Private William Joseph WITHERS 
 
Kia 23/10/16, Age 26 
1st Bn. Hampshire Regiment 
 
Born Wittenditch, Wilts 
Enlisted Newbury 
Residence Headley 
 
Awarded: British War Medal 
  Victory Medal 
 
Date arrived in theatre of war: not known 
 
 The 1st Hampshire had taken part in the opening attack of the Battle of the Somme at 
7.30am on July 1st 1916. Their objective this day was the German lines on the Redan Ridge 
located between the villages of Beaumont Hamel and Serre. This part of the Somme 
battlefield saw some of the worst casualties this day including may of the ‘Pals’ battalions 
from the north of England. The 1st Hampshire, given they were a regular army unit might have 
been expected to fare better than these ‘civilian soldiers’ – however they were to share the 
same fate with uncut wire and a determined enemy that had survived the seven-day 
bombardment. The 1st Hampshire never made it as far as the German front line. Leading their 
men from the front, in uniforms wearing quite different equipment, the officers became easy 
targets and the battalion lost 100% of their officers in this attack and approximately 80% of 
their rank and file in a morning. 
 
 What remained of the battalion was pulled back to rejoin with the cadre who had been 
left behind just in case the worst happened and this could provide a nucleus from which the 
battalion could be reformed. The worst had indeed happened… 
 
 Following the failed attack in the north of the Somme, this sector was closed down for 
further operations and the trenches from which the attack had been launched became ‘quiet’. 
The 1st Hampshire returned to the line at Beaumont Hamel until 10th July. In the hot July 
sunshine, No-man’s Land was still carpeted with the still unburied dead of the week before. 
The stench, plagues of bloated black flies and living conditions these men had to live in are 
beyond description and modern understanding. 
 
 At the end of July, they entrained at Doullens and moved north to the Ypres Salient. 
1916 would be a relatively quiet year in the Salient and through the summer of 1916, the 1st 
Hampshire was gradually built back up with drafts of both replacements of officers and men. 
 
 It is at about this time in August/September 1916 that is likely that Pte William 
Withers, as one of these replacements would have joined the 1st Hampshire. 
 
 In mid September, the 1st Hampshire, now practically rebuilt, were moved to Dunkirk. 
This town, just behind the lines at Nieuport (where the trenches of the Western front met the 
North Sea) provided a final ‘rest’ before the 1st Hampshire would rejoin the Battle of the 
Somme. On 17th September 1916, the battalion alighted from the train at Longeau just outside 
the city of Amiens, and began a long march back to the Somme. At Corbie they would stop 
and spend the rest of the month training for what would be another major attack. On 5th 
October, the battalion practised such an attack at the village of Franvillers that was used at 
this time by many units of the British Army returning to the line. 
 
 If there were any survivors left of the 1st Hampshire’s attack on 1st July, they would 
have hardly have recognised the battlefield they had now returned to. The hot July sunshine 
had gone, to be replaced by a very wet August and September. The combination of rain and 
the concentration of the British army on the unmade roads and clay areas of the south of the 
Somme had turned the area into a complete quagmire. The battle lines had indeed moved, 
but the few miles between where they started and where they were in October were now 
‘measured in mud’. Already heavily laden with equipment, the combination of rain-soaked 



woollen uniforms and cloying mud would make a soldier’s load weigh in excess of a 
hundredweight. Walking anywhere over open ground, a soldier’s boots would resemble 
footballs of mud. The only trenches as such were those drawn on a map. The reality was that 
the front line ‘trench’ consisted of interconnected shell holes, filled with water and liquid mud. 
Living, eating and sleeping under such conditions is difficult to imagine. Holding this line, 
being shot at and shelled would be dreadful – in an attack, slowly wading across a morass 
towards an unseen enemy, it would not matter if when you were shot whether you were killed 
or wounded, you would die there – there was little chance of getting back for treatment.  
 

However the attacks would continue, gone now was any hope of capturing Bapaume 
(an objective for the first day…), there was little or no chance of a ‘breakthrough’. The tanks 
could not operate in such conditions. The word now was ‘attrition’ – the objective was simply 
to kill numbers of the enemy, even if the cost in human life to do so was greater to the British 
– the Germans could less afford such losses. In these last attacks on the Somme and as the 
oncoming winter weather defeated any further attempts by both sides, troops had reached 
their breaking point – the Somme had gained the reputation it fully deserved and still bears… 
 

 

 

Conditions on the Somme – October 1916 
 
 For the British, this battle had begun with a disaster on the first day. Dogged 
determination had seen the British advance approximately 6 miles or so along the Albert-
Bapaume Road, a distance of 400,000 inches. Each inch of this advance would equate to one 
British casualty of the Battle of the Somme. 
 



 

 

British Positions on the Somme, September - October 1916 
 
 The 1st Hampshire, with William Withers, would now undertake one of the final 
actions of this battle, an attack between the villages of Les Boeufs and Morval. There was no 
real objective, just another attack against the German line, just maybe gaining another few 
yards of mud. Even the War Diary entries for the battalion cannot hide the misery of staging 
an attack under such dreadful conditions: 
 
19th October 1916: A very wet day, moved into support behind LES BOEUFS. 
Reinforcements [the cadre] went back to Transport. We occupied wet muddy trenches with no 
dugouts in them 
 
20th October 1916: A dry windy day which dried up the ground well. We supplied digging 
parties amounting to 150 men for digging a cable trench 
 
21st October 1916: A cold but dry day. Our guns shelled the Bosches nearly all day to which 
they retaliated very strongly. Supplied a working party of 150 men for digging assembly 
trenches 
 
22nd October 1916: Relieved 1st Somerset Light Infantry in the line East of an midway 
between MORVAL and LES BOUEFS. 
 

 
 

Trench Map – 1st Hampshire positions 23/10/16 in Blue 



 

 

 

Typical captured village, possibly Les Boeufs – Somme, October 1916 

 
23rd October 1916: After a fine clear night the day broke very misty and Zero Hour was 
postponed from 11.30am to 2.30pm. The Brigade was disposed with the Hampshires in the 
front line and the Rifle Brigade in support on the right, and the Dublins in the front line and 
Warwicks in support [on the left]. We were in close touch with the French on the right. Our 
objective was an imaginary line on the map known as the BROWN LINE and the objective of 
the support was an imaginary line known as the GREEN LINE. 
 Our guns, both Field and Heavy, were falling short most of the morning. At 2.30pm 
our intense barrage opened and Infantry commenced their advance. We had ‘C’ Company on 
the right and ‘A’ Company on the left in the leading wave, ‘D’ Company in support and ‘B’ 
Company in reserve. 
 

 
 



 Immediately the assault commenced very heavy machine-gun fire was directed on us 
and the right flank was scarcely able to advance at all as the French who were also attacking 
failed at the outset. The right though suffering heavy casualties managed to get into the first 
German trench where they remained for a few hours but eventually had to retire owing to 
want of ammunition. 
 Eventually the whole line had to retire to its normal position and the situation became 
normal once more… 
 
24th October 1916: A wet day with nothing of importance happening. Our casualties in the 
previous day’s operations proved to be 10 officers and 192 other ranks… 
 

 
 

The Les Boeufs-Morval battlefield today – William Withers fell in action just here 
 
 William Withers was one fatality among the 192. The attack had been a complete 
failure. Like the majority of his comrades who fell this day, his body could unlikely be 
recovered. After what would be months before the line moved again in Spring 1917, his body 
would never be identified and thus his name is commemorated on the: 
 
THIEPVAL MEMORIAL, France, Pier and Face 7 C and 7 B. 
 
SON OF WILLIAM AND ANN WITHERS, OF RAG HILL, ALDERMASTON, READING, 
BERKS. 
 



THIEPVAL MEMORIAL 
 

 
 
Location Information 
 
The Thiepval Memorial will be found on the D73, next to the village of Thiepval, off the main 
Bapaume to Albert road (D929). 
 
Each year a major ceremony is held at the memorial on 1 July 
 
Historical Information 
 
On 1 July 1916, supported by a French attack to the south, thirteen divisions of 
Commonwealth forces launched an offensive on a line from north of Gommecourt to 
Maricourt. Despite a preliminary bombardment lasting seven days, the German defences 
were barely touched and the attack met unexpectedly fierce resistance. Losses were 
catastrophic and with only minimal advances on the southern flank, the initial attack was a 
failure. In the following weeks, huge resources of manpower and equipment were deployed in 
an attempt to exploit the modest successes of the first day. However, the German Army 
resisted tenaciously and repeated attacks and counter attacks meant a major battle for every 
village, copse and farmhouse gained. At the end of September, Thiepval was finally captured. 
The village had been an original objective of 1 July. Attacks north and east continued 
throughout October and into November in increasingly difficult weather conditions. The Battle 
of the Somme finally ended on 18 November with the onset of winter. 
 
In the spring of 1917, the German forces fell back to their newly prepared defences, the 
Hindenburg Line, and there were no further significant engagements in the Somme sector 
until the Germans mounted their major offensive in March 1918. 
 
The Thiepval Memorial, the Memorial to the Missing of the Somme, bears the names of more 
than 72,000 officers and men of the United Kingdom and South African forces who died in the 
Somme sector before 20 March 1918 and have no known grave. Over 90% of those 
commemorated died between July and November 1916. The memorial also serves as an 



Anglo-French Battle Memorial in recognition of the joint nature of the 1916 offensive and a 
small cemetery containing equal numbers of Commonwealth and French graves lies at the 
foot of the memorial. 
 
The memorial, designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens, was built between 1928 and 1932 and 
unveiled by the Prince of Wales, in the presence of the President of France, on 1 August 
1932 (originally scheduled for 16 May but due to the death of French President Doumer the 
ceremony was postponed until August). 
 
The dead of other Commonwealth countries, who died on the Somme and have no known 
graves, are commemorated on national memorials elsewhere. 

 

 


