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Birstall Churches Together and Project BUGLE 
 

Church Candle lit vigil for the 36 men lost on the first day of the 
SOMME 

  
 
“At 7.30 am on July 1st 1916 – one hundred years ago this morning – three short 

blasts on a whistle signified the moment when allied troups had to leave the 

safety of the trenches and go over the top. 

 

For a number of months both sides in the conflict had stared at each other over 

the stalemate that was no man’s land. There had been no progress and the war in 

that part of France involved just minor skirmishes. 

 

The high command had re-enforced the troops and armaments with the intention 

of breaking the German defence in a ‘big push’ to start on July 1st. 

 

From daylight on that morning, around four am, the allies began a three hour 

non-stop bombardment with heavy artillery aimed at breaking up the German 

defences. The troops were ordered to go over the top and walk in straight lines 

towards the enemy. 

 

At 7.30 on the command our troups walked into the biggest disaster in British 

military history – within minutes thousands of brave men were cut down by 

continuous machine gun fire.  

 

By the end of that first day 57,470 British men were dead, injured or had been 

taken prisoner – the death toll was 19,270. 

 

One of our local regiments, The West Riding Regiment, a company of one 

thousand, lost 680 men and twenty officers. It was later said that a regiment 

that took two years in the building took ten minutes in the destroying. 

 

On that day alone thirty six men from Batley and Birstall died.  

 

The following day and during the rest of July a further forty men died – which 

with four other men killed in other war theatres - a total of eighty four men 

from our area were lost in just four weeks. 

 

The Battle of the Somme was to last for one hundred and forty days. During 

that time an estimated one million men lost their lives – and the ‘big push’ 

resulted in a gain of just five miles. 
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We believe that nearly two hundred men of our men were lost in that one 

hundred and forty day campaign. 

 

Today we remember those who died on this day one hundred years ago and we 

also remember the other men lost in the SOMME campaign which ended on 

November 18th. 

 

We will remember them. 

 

CANDLE LIT VIGIL  

 

 There then followed three blasts on a whistle. 

  

 A video presentation with the music (by Ralph Vaughan 

Williams of  ‘Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis), presented 

photographs and words about each of the thirty six soldiers killed in 

July 1st 1916. 

 

As each soldier’s photograph appeared a number was called out and 

a man from the congregation came forward to the front of the 

church and took a candle for the soldier and moved onto the dais 

and faced the congregation. 

 

For each of the dead soldiers, this was repeated, and at the end the 

dais had thirty six candles held by thirty six local men. 

 

The poem ‘For the Fallen’ by Robert Lawrence Binyon was read. 

 

 

 

“Our vigil tonight has been to remember the 36 men who died this day one 

hundred years ago. 

 

We see before us the reality of 36 men taken from our midst. Remember – 

tomorrow and during the next three weeks a further 44 men were also taken 

from the area. 
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And the gaps left in our congregation tonight show the impact of lost husbands, 

fathers, sons and uncles. The ordeal of the families was only just beginning. 

 

These men have gone they are in another place.  

 

And whilst I ask you who are stood here to blow out your candles we will take a 

few moments to remember all those who were lost ….. 

  

 

  There then followed a two minutes silence. 

 

 After this Reverend Paul Knight, Vicar of St. Peter’s Parish 

Church, lead prayers and the singing of ‘Abide with Me’ 

 


