
The Somme

Television and newspaper reports have reminded
us that this year is the centenary of the Battle of
the Somme.  This battle, which took place
between 1st July and 18th November 1916 led to
the slaughter of about a million men.

It seems almost wrong to single out one of the
these young men when they were all equally
special to the grieving families. However one of
those who died in this nightmare was born in
Thornbury and we have been able to find out a
little about him.

William Noel Hodgson was born in 1893 while his
father Henry Bernard Hodgson was Vicar of

Thornbury.  When war broke out he joined the 9th Battalion of the Devonshire
Regiment. He landed at Le Havre on 28 July 1915.  It seems he was a very brave
young man. William was at the Battle of Loos on 25 September and was
mentioned in despatches and awarded the Military Cross 14 January 1916 for
holding a captured trench for 36 hours without reinforcements.

In April 1916 William found himself in Northern France, part of a battle front 15
miles long.  The aim was to relieve the French troops who were fighting at Verdun
and in the process to weaken the formidable German army. The men of 9th

Battalion of the Devonshire Regiment were positioned in a trench about a
kilometre away from the town of Mametz. The trench was named Mansell Copse,
and was in a group of trees.

The plan of the General Staff was that at Zero hour, no.1 Company of the
Devonshires would go over the top of their trench, on the edge of Mansel Copse,
go down a slight hill, over No-Man’s land, up the hill on the other side and attack
the German trenches. A Captain of the Devonshires queried this order as his men
would be running straight up a hill towards German lines and at the top of the hill
was a machine gun post.  He was told that the machine gun post would be put
out of action by intense artillery bombardment.

The big guns fell silent, the whistles were blown and the troops advanced.  The
machine gun post, which was positioned, somewhat ironically, at a shrine,
seemed unaffected by any bombardment.

It is believed that this first day on the Somme was also the costliest day in the
history of the British army.  The BBC website in memory of the men who died at
the Somme tells us on the first day alone 19,240 British soldiers lost their lives.
One of these was William Noel Hodgson.



He was the bombing officer for his battalion during the attack and his job was to
keep the men supplied with grenades.  He was killed within an hour of the
beginning of the battle by that machine gun. In a sense he was lucky: the bullet
went through his neck and killed him instantly. His servant was found next to
him after the offensive had ended. All but one of the officers of the 9th Devons
were killed or wounded, 160 men from the 9th Devonshires alone were killed
there.  A memorial on the site reads ”The Devonshires held this trench.  The
Devonshires hold it still.”

Thornbury and District Museum has a display in tribute to William and several of
the other men from Thornbury and surrounding area who were killed at the
Somme.  The Museum is open from 1pm to 4pm Tuesday to Friday and from
10am to 4pm on Saturdays. More about the Hodgson family together with other
stories and photographs are also available on the local history website
thornburyroots.co.uk


