
Study Sources A and B.

1. What differences do you see between them?

2. What are the benefits and drawbacks of each of these sources to a historian?

3. Which of these two sources is more useful? Why?

Source A: A sketch of a typical trench system, 
likely made after the war. The exact date and 

artist is not known. 

Source B: A British trench during the 
Battle of the Somme, July 1916
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A very short history of World War 1

• In 1914 most of the major world 
powers declared war on each 
other, this has become known as 
World War One.

• On one side the main countries 
involved were the United 
Kingdom, France and Russia

• On the other side the main 
countries were Austria-Hungary 
and Germany



The two “Fronts”

In Europe, World War One was 
a battle of two “fronts” – the 
Eastern Front and the Western 
Front.

On the Eastern Front, Russia 
fought against Germany and 
Austria-Hungary.

On the Western Front, Britain 
and France fought against 
Germany. 



The Western Front
• On the Western Front, Germany made 

some strong early attacks and managed 
to gain control of most of Belgium and 
some of northern France. 

• The British sent their professional army 
– the British Expeditionary Force 
(B.E.F.) to help France. These were 
70,000 of our best troops – they were 
facing 160,000 German soldiers, more 
than double their number. 

• To protect the land they had won, the 
German soldiers “dug in”, creating long 
lines of trenches in the ground. 

British 
soldiers

French 
soldiers



Why was the war fought in trenches?
• One of the reasons why the war lasted so 

long was the trenches.

• Both sides dug ditches to protect
themselves. 

• At first these were just random ditches, 
but it soon became clear that the soldiers 
would be in them for some time. They got 
reinforced and became trenches.

• They became organised into a deadly 
defensive line that stretched across 
Europe.

• Trenches were easy to defend but very 
difficult to attack. Because of this the war 
was a stalemate, neither side could do 
anything to win. 



2.5m

Your Task:

Explain in a sentence what 
each feature of this trench 

is for. 

CHALLENGE: 
Why were trenches so easy 

to defend?



Your Task:

Add one more detail or 
explanation to each 

part of the trench 
system. Try to think 

about why they were 
designed in this way. 

CHALLENGE: 

Generals in WW1 had 
never really fought 

against trenches 
before, what mistakes 

do you think they 
made? 

Trench organisation



GCSE 4 mark “Describe two features” question:

In the GCSEs there are three questions on the WW1 section of the paper. 
This is the first:

You need to choose two aspects of the trench system to talk about. For 
each, you write one sentence that identifies a feature, and one sentence 
that explains an additional detail about it. A good answer looks like this:

Question 1:

Describe two features of the trench system used on the Western Front.

(4 marks)

Feature 1:

Trenches were dug in a zig zag pattern. This was so that if an artillery shell exploded in the 
trench the damage would be contained.



Question 1:

Describe two features of the trench system used on the Western Front.

(4 marks)
Feature 1:
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

Feature 2:
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
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