


The 38th (Welsh) Division Memorial at Mametz Wood, Somme, France.

Introduction.
The First World war or as it is commonly known ‘The Great War’, may have claimed the lives of up to 10 million people, including both military personnel and civilians (Stamp, 2016, p.31; van der Meulen, 2018, pp. 4-10). It was a war that saw degrees of devastation and destruction not seen in previous conflicts (Steward, 2023, pp.17-21). Eventually, the physical scars in the landscape healed, and the ruined towns and villages were rebuilt, but the human loss was irreparable (Stamp, 2016, p.31; Steward, 2023, pp.17-21). The British Empire’s losses were 1,104,890 dead, including Australians, Canadians, New Zealanders, South Africans, Indians, English, Irish, Scottish and Welsh (Stamp, 2016, p.31). 
Most families, communities, villages and towns in Britain suffered significant losses in an expensive conflict, and it became clear that a visual representation of this loss was necessary (Tarlow, 1997, pp.105-119). Memorials began to be erected as monuments of sadness and remembrance, both in Britain and on the battlefields of Europe (Bowdler, 2019, pp.31-53; Stamp, 2016, pp. 1-13; Tarlow, 1997, pp. 113-119; van der Meulen, 2018, pp. 4-31). This essay will discuss the demand and necessity for these memorials, and in particular the 38th. (Welsh) Division memorial at Mametz Wood, on the Somme in France. It will examine the controversy and conflicting narratives surrounding the battle for Mametz Wood and one man’s appeal to erect a suitable memorial to remember those who fell.

The Somme.
The Somme is located in northern France in the Picardy region, north of Paris (Jennings, 2020). The region is named after the river Somme which flows in a westerly direction to the English Channel (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2025). The Somme takes its name from the Celtic samara, which means “tranquil” (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2025).
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(Figure 1, Map of France showing the Somme River (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 20205).
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The Somme today is a landscape of rolling hills and green fields, of pristine hamlets and villages (Giles, 1996, p.iii; Sheffield, 2004, p.168; Youel & Edgell, 2006, pp.154-155). It is a landscape that has recovered from years of recent conflict and destruction, but it is not a landscape that has forgotten the sacrifice and bloodshed of those recent events, as very visible in this landscape are the scars, the memorials and the cemeteries of the fallen (Giles, 1996, p.iii; Renshaw, 2011, pp.8-10; Youel & Edgell, 2006, pp.154-155).                            (Figure 2, Photograph from Marsh, 2025).
In 1916, during the First World War the Somme was a very different place, and on 1st. July of that year was to witness one of the great offensive battles of the British army, on what had become known as the Western Front (Renshaw, 2011, pp.13-14; Sheffield, 2004, p. xii-xiii). The British plan was to attack along a 14 mile stretch of the German front line between Gommecourt and Serre in the north and Maricourt in the south, see Figure 3 below. (Holt & Holt, 2016, p.16-17; Sheffield, 2004, p.21 & p.41). The plan was initially designed as joint offensive with the French armies to take the pressure off of the French defence of Verdun in the south, and although the French armies were to be involved in the attacks, due to the pressures at Verdun the British were left with taking the major role in the offensive (Holt & Holt, 2016, pp.16-17). 
On the first day of the offensive 100,000 British soldiers went over the top and attacked the German lines (Holt & Holt, 2016, pp.18-22). The Germans put up a strong defence and little ground was gained, but casualties were high, with 58,000 men killed, wounded or missing (Holt & Holt, 2016, pp.18-22). Only to the south of the Albert-Bapaume Road did any major progress occur, when the villages of Mametz and Montauban were taken with comparatively few casualties (Williams, 2017, p.727). This gave the British High Command the opportunity to consider moving further forward into the German lines, but doing so would require securing the German positions at Contalmaison, Trones Wood, and Mametz Wood (Williams, 2017, p.727). The 38th (Welsh) Division which had been kept in reserve at the beginning of the offensive would be tasked with taking Mametz Wood (Williams, 2017, p.729).
The battle of the Somme had begun on the 1st of July 1916, and it would last until 17 November 1916. On the 7th of July 1916, the newly formed 38th (Welsh) Division would experience its baptism of fire at the battle for Mametz Wood (Hicks, 2016).
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]
(Figure 3. Map of the Somme 1916, with the German front line indicated by the black line, taken from Giles, 1996, p. ix).

The 38th (Welsh Division).
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(Figure 4. 38th (Welsh) Division badge, taken from Bilton, 2018, p.16).

During the initial few months of the First World War, on the 19th of September 1914, David Lloyd George the Chancellor of the Exchequer made a speech in London to outline his desire for the formation of a Welsh Army, “ I would like to see a Welsh Army in the field. I should like to see the race that faced the Normans for hundreds of years in a struggle for freedom, the race that helped to win Crecy, the race that fought for a generation under Glyndwr against the greatest captain in Europe – I should like to see that race give a good taste of their quality in this struggle in Europe; and they are going to do it.” (Hicks 2016, pp. 11-21). 
At the time there were already three Welsh infantry regiments in the British Army, the Royal Welsh Fusiliers, the South Wales Borderers and the Welsh Regiment, and additionally thousands of men had joined up following Kitchener’s famed recruiting poster and had been posted to other regiments including English regiments (Hicks, 2016, pp.11-21; Western Front Association, 2025). Following the launch of a revitalised recruitment campaign and the formation of a National Executive Committee to oversee the campaign, by the end of October 1915, a further 35,000 men had enlisted, and the 38th (Welsh) Division was formed (Hicks, 2016, pp.11-21). The Division would be divided into three Infantry brigades made up of battalions from Welsh regiments, the 113th, 114th and the 115th (Hicks, 2016, pp.11-21). The Division departed for France in December 1915 (Hicks, 2016, p. 21).
The distinctive feature of the division was that it was composed of soldiers who were recruited from within Wales by members of Welsh civic society, and Welsh politicians (Western Front Association, 2025, pp.1-17). Consequently, the geography, language, socio-political, religious, and cultural history of Wales formed the foundation of the 38th Division's identity (Western Front Association, 2025, pp.1-17).



  
The Battle of Mametz Wood.
On the Somme, Mametz Wood had been and remains the largest wood, consisting of more than 250 acres, being a mile in length, and overlooking a small valley (Hicks, 2016, p.29). An attack by the British would mean walking downhill from their own lines at Caterpillar Wood, across open ground and then up rising ground towards the wood (Hicks, 2016, p.29). 
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(Figure 5. Map of the Somme area around Mametz Wood, taken from Renshaw, 2011, p.11).
Two copses, Flatiron copse and Sabot copse, to the north were in German hands and they would ultimately bring enfilading machine-gun fire down on the troops crossing the field towards the wood (Hicks, 2016, p.29).
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(Figure 6 copy of a contemporary map of the Mametz Wood area, taken from Chandler, 2015).
Machine guns, trenches, and mortars were used to fortify the wood, which was defended by the elite and highly experienced Lehr Regiment of Prussian Guards (Hicks, 2016, p. 29). The Welsh were enthusiastic amateur soldiers, and like many of Kitchener's New Army's combatants, they were seriously hampered by their leaders' tactics and lacked proper training and equipment (Hicks, 2016, p.29; Renshaw, 2011, pp. 58-68).
British artillery began firing on German positions at Mametz Wood in the early hours of the morning of the 7th of July 1916, in an attempt to destroy German positions in advance of the attack, which was set to start at 06:30 (Royal Welsh Museum, 2025). In order to get to the German defences in Mametz Wood, the men had to traverse a hazardous length of open terrain, and to give the attackers some protection from sniper and machine gun fire, a smoke screen was to be provided by the artillery (Hicks, 2016, pp. 30-31; Royal Welsh Museum, 2025). 
But things started to go wrong before the attack even started. German artillery fire caused the attack to be delayed by two hours, and the crucial smoke screen was never created (Royal Welsh Museum, 2025). For many of the men of the 115th Brigade who took part in the attack, the open area between the forests and the British position proved to be fatal, and would later become known as ‘Death Valley’(Royal Welsh Museum, 2025). As they climbed the ridge and headed for the wood, the German machine guns could target them as they had the high ground. The divisions were consequently held up and took refuge in shell holes, where they were subjected to shelling, mortaring, and sniping (Royal Welsh Museum, 2025). A second and a third attempt was made to reach the wood that day, but the attackers were beaten back by intense fire and eventually the men were ordered to withdraw (Royal Welsh Museum, 2025; Williams, 2017, p. 730). Figure 7 below  a modern photograph of ‘Death Valley’ and the wood showing the ground across which the Welsh advanced and highlights the inclined open ground.
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(Figure 7, taken from John, 2009, p.77).
It was the 38th Welsh's first time going into actual combat, with the division sustaining significant losses and struggling to make any progress (Royal Welsh Museum, 2025). Dissatisfied with the progress, High Command dismissed the 115th Brigade’s commanding officer Brigadier-General Evans on July 9 and appointed Major-General Herbert Edward Watts in his place (Renshaw, 2011, pp.76-77; Royal Welsh Museum, 2025).
Further attacks were planned for the following days but were delayed and then cancelled, resulting in the Divisional Commander, Major General Sir Ivor Phillips being replaced (Williams, 2017, p. 730).
On 10th July, now under new command, the 38th Division attacked the wood once again, and on this occasion penetrated the wood and began to push the German defenders back (Williams, 2017, p. 731-733). Arthur Conan Doyle in his history of the Great War described the 38th attack on July 10th, “…the infantry pushed forward with all the Cymric fire which burns in that ancient race as fiercely as ever it has done...” (Doyle, 1918, p.125). Figure 8, a painting by Christopher Williams portrays the brutality of the fighting at Mametz Wood, whilst Figures 9 and 10 are photographs of the wood after the battle highlighting the difficult conditions within.
Following two days of fierce and at times, hand-to-hand fighting in the wood the Germans retreated and left the wood on 11th July, at which point the 38th  (Welsh) Division was relieved (Western Front association, 2025, pp.7-8).
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(Figure 8, The Welsh at Mametz Wood by Christopher Williams(1873-1934), taken from The Welsh Historian, 2019, P.6). 
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(Figure 9, a view inside Mametz Wood, taken from Sir Douglas Haig’s Big Push (ND)).
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(Figure 10, A German look-out post in Mametz Wood, taken from Sir Douglas Haig’s The Big Push, (ND)).
Failure? and Criticism.
Although the Welsh Division eventually succeeded in taking the Woods, they sustained heavy losses, with 4,000 men killed, wounded or missing including seven battalion commanders (Laffin, 1997, pp.79-80). As a result of their diminished strength, the 38th Welsh Division would not engage in combat for quite a while, and due to their being unable to seize the woods on July 7th, High Command deemed their attack a failure (Royal Welsh Museum, 2025). Senior commanders started looking for scapegoats for this ‘failure’, and if no one individual was easily found to shoulder the blame, the entire division would (Laffin, 1997, pp.79-80). The 38th. Division was to receive some very harsh, insulting and inaccurate criticism (Laffin, 1997, pp.78-80).
As Chief-of-Staff to General Rawlinson, Major-General Archibald Montgomery stated that the 38th 'had done nothing' during the July 5–8 attacks (Laffin, 1997, pp.79-80). Field Marshall Haig was informed by General Kiggell, the Chief of Staff at GHQ, that the 38th had failed to capture Mametz Wood with "quite insignificant losses" and were consequently unworthy of the traditions of the army (Laffin, 1997, pp.79-80).
Rawlinson wrote on July 14 that "only one Division, the 38th (Welshmen), turned out badly" and that "we would have brought off the action of today at least 48 hours sooner if it had not been for their failure at Mametz Wood" (Western Front Association, 2025, pp.7-8; Williams, 2017, p.734).
In 1930, Colonel Drake-Brockman, a divisional staff officer, stated that it was rumoured that the 38th Division had "bolted" (Williams, 2017, p.734).
This criticism may also have manifested itself form the acute bias within the General Staff towards the Welsh, with Field Marshall Kitchener stating how “purely Welsh regiments are not to be trusted as Welsh soldiers are  always wild and insubordinate, requiring to be  stiffened by a strong infusion of English or Scotch” (Western Front Association, 20025, p.5). The negative perception to the Division is evident in the manner that Haig, Rawlinson, and Horne in their individual journals and diaries give credit for the capture of Mametz Wood to English regiments (Western Front Association, 2025, p.5).
A number of variables played a role in the criticism, including the Division's politicization due to Lloyd George's close relationship with Major General Sir Ivor Phillips, the Regular Army's dislike of New Army formations, the general discrimination towards Welsh soldiers, and some senior officers' personal self-preservation (Western Front Association, 2025, p.12).

Memorials on the Western Front.
"There is no reason at all why, in periods as remote from our own as we ourselves are from the Tudors, the graveyards in France of this Great War shall not remain an abiding and supreme memorial... We know the mutability of human arrangements, but even if our language, our institutions, and our Empire all have faded from the memory of man, these great stones will still preserve the memory of a common purpose pursued by a great nation in the remote past, and will undoubtedly excite the wonder and the reverence of a future age."
Winston Churchill (House of Commons,1920)  (WW1 Cemeteries, 2025).
[bookmark: _Hlk192776752]War memorials more effectively portray a country's history and heritage than any other type of architecture or construction (Bowdler, 2019, pp. 4-8). The purpose of erecting a war memorial is to preserve the collective memory of combatants and to honour their names following their deaths (Bowdler, 2019, pp. 4-8). During the First World War the scale of the casualties caused a crisis in the expression of personal emotion (Tarlow, 1997, p.105). Additionally, the large number of deaths among the young and healthy individuals from nearly every community in Britain, combined with the lack of physical remains to mourn created a vacuum which necessitated the construction of a huge number of memorials both in Britain and on the Western Front to provide a means of remembrance (Tarlow, 1997, pp.105-121;  van der Meulen, 2018, pp. 4-10).

The 38th (Welsh) Division Memorial.
During a visit to the Somme battlefields in the nineteen-eighties, a veteran of the Mametz Wood battle, Sergeant Tom Price was shocked to find that a memorial had not been erected to remember the sacrifice of the 38th (Welsh) Division and decided upon his return to Wales to do something about it (Renshaw, 2011, pp 142-144).
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(Figure 11, photograph of Tom Price (left) and a fellow veteran of Mametz Wood Bill Parry at the wood 1985. Taken from Renshaw, 2011, p.143).

Together with the South Wales Branch of the Western Front Association a fund-raising campaign was started, and over £20,000 was donated from across Wales and beyond (Renshaw, 2011, pp. 142-144). The memorial was to be made by St. Clears-based sculptor David Petersen, who suggested that it should speak of bravery and valour and, ideally, the pointlessness of war rather than glorify it (Renshaw, 2011, pp.142-144). The memorial depicts a Welsh dragon with its head tilted slightly to one side, ripping a length of barbed wire whilst facing Mametz Wood, with the wire symbolizing the war and it’s breaking the end of the war (Renshaw, 2011, pp.142-144). It stands on a plinth with the badges of the three Welsh Regiments carved into its sides (Renshaw, 2011, pp.142-144). Figures 12 and 13 are photographs of the dragon design and construction in Petersen’s studio.
[image: ]
(Figure 12, working drawing in David Petersen’s studio in St Clears, taken from WFA South Wales, 2022).
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(Figure 13, the dragon under construction in the studio, taken from WFA South Wales, 2022).
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(Figure 14, the Dragon is mounted on its plinth in May 1987. The sculptor David Petersen is the man with the beard front right, taken from WFA South Wales, 2022).
The memorial was unveiled in a dedication service held at Mametz Wood in July 1987, but sadly the man who began the fight to erect the memorial, Tom Price had passed away and was not present (Renshaw, 2011, pp. 142-144). See Figures 15, 16 and 17 below.
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(Figure 15, During the dedication service the buglers of the Royal Felsh Fusiliers sounded the Last Post, taken from WFA South Wales, 2022).
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(Figure 16, the dedications service in July 1987, taken from WFA South Wales, 2022).
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(Figure 17, photographs of the memorial in 2017 taken by author)


Conclusion.
Mametz Wood has evolved to be an integral part of modern Welsh culture, and the struggle and gallantry of those taking part has encouraged numerous Welsh authors, poets, and artists (Royal Welsh Museum, 2025). At the end of his 1918 Eisteddfod winning poem ‘The Welsh at Mametz Wood’ veteran Arthur George wrote,
“….Bloodstained, dishevelled, battered, worn, we stood beneath the stars,
Victorius o’er a cruel foe that worships Thor and Mars.
And in a vision of the night I saw a gleaning cross
Glide westward o’er the heaven’s expanse, a symbol of our loss.
Methought I heard a voice proclaim, God crowns with sovereign good.
The sacrifice and triumph of the Welsh at Mametz Wood.”
(Taken from Internet Archive 2021).

At the end of a documentary film shown on the BBC in 1987, and written by broadcaster and writer Vincent Kane, Kane stood in Mametz Wood and said the following.
 “But what does it all mean 70 years on, and why are we still so profoundly moved by it. I wasn't born until 20 years after this battle, but I've always found this war rather than the second has been the one that's influenced me and angers me” (Craven, 2024).
“What a waste of quality. I know people say it was all worthwhile and they didn't die in vain, and they died so we could be free. It was lunacy, sheer Lunacy. It was asking young men to pay the bill when old men had done the damage. And the only thing that stands up after 70 years here in Mametz Wood is that the young men were prepared to do it. And their ghosts, which are all around me here in the wood give the lie to this peaceful silvern setting. Well, they have their memorial now and thank God that the handful of survivors, those lovely old men like the last leaves on the tree at the end of a long autumn were here to see Justice done. And the Welsh Dragon will for all time survey the scene of those great sacrifices. You don't have to be a militarist or a war monger to take pride in that” (Craven, 2024).
I have visited the Somme many times, and as a proud Welshman have on each occasion felt compelled to visit Mametz Wood. I have walked the length of ‘Death Valley’, I have walked into the wood itself, and I have stood on the bank where the Dragon memorial stands. I have always felt a mixture of emotions, of pride, of sadness and of inspiration, being aware that men from the county of my birth Carmarthenshire, and many other counties of Wales, walked down this same bank towards the wood in 1916, with unflinching courage. Of the many memorials on the Western Front, the 38th (Welsh) Division memorial is one of the most significant and emotive, not only for remembering the men who fought at Mametz Wood but also for those who fought to remember them. 
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