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SOURCEWORK EXERCISE – LIFE IN THE TRENCHES 
 
SOURCE A. 
Going along whistling I saw a group of men bending over a man lying in the 
bottom of a trench. He was making a snoring noise mixed with animal groans. At 
my feet lay his cap splashed with his brains. One can joke with a wounded man, 
one can disregard a dead man, but no one can joke over a man who takes three 
hours to die after the top of his head has been taken off by a bullet fired at 
twenty yards range. 

Robert Graves, “Goodbye to All That” – a novel based on  
his wartime experiences as a soldier. 

 
 
SOURCE B – A postcard for soldiers to send home from the front. 
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Source C - A poster issued by the British government in 1915. 

 
SOURCE D 
It had been raining for three weeks, drizzling, then surging into a steady 
downpour…they had marched up from the billets in the rear area; the communication 
trench was filled with an orange slime that covered the boots. The closer they went to 
the front line, the more it began to smell. Within half a mile it had become no more 
than a zig-zagged cesspool, thigh deep in sucking mud that was diluted by the 
excreta of the overrun latrines and thickened by the decomposing bodies in the earth 
beneath. 

Sebastian Faulks, Birdsong, a novel written in 1994. 
 
SOURCE E 
Crowds of men were crouching round, heating up their canteens of water, some 
frying pieces of meat, others heating soup, and all the time laughing and talking. 
From other groups came the quiet humming of favourite songs…and these men 
knew that they were going over the top in the morning. They knew that many would 
not be alive tomorrow night, yet I never saw a sad face, nor heard a word of 
complaint… 

Written by official photographer Geoff Malins,  
recalling the night before the first Battle of the Somme. 

 
SOURCE F 
The men are in splendid spirits. Several have said that they have never been so 
instructed and informed of the nature of operations before them. The wire has never 
been so well cut, nor the artillery preparations so thorough. 
Diary of Sir Douglas Haig [the British Commander in Chief] written 30 June 1916, the 

eve of the start of the Battle of the Somme. 
 
SOURCE G 
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Hundreds of dead, many of the 37th Brigade, were strung out like wreckage washed 
up to a high water mark. Quite as many died on the enemy wire as on the ground, 
like fish caught in a net. They hung there in grotesque postures. Some looked as 
though they were praying: they had died on their knees and the wire had prevented 
their fall...it was clear that there were no gaps in the wire at the time of their attack. 
Concentrated machine-gun fire from sufficient guns to command every inch of the 
wire, had done its terrible work. The Germans must have been reinforcing their wire 
for months. It was so dense that daylight could barely be seen through it. Through 
the glasses it looked like a black mass. How did the planners imagine that Tommies 
would get through the German wire? Who told them that artillery fire would pound 
such wire to pieces, making it possible to get through? Any Tommy could have told 
them that shell fire lifts wire up and drops it down, often in a worse tangle than 
before. 

From ‘With a Machine Gun to Cambrai’, George Coppard. 
 
SOURCE H 
…A man had his right arm and leg torn off. His mind was quite clear as I laid him on 
the fire step. His left hand wandered over his chest to the pulp where his right 
shoulder had been. “My God, I’ve lost my arm”. The hand crept down to the stump of 
the right thigh. “Is that off too?”. For five hours he lay there fully conscious and 
smoking cigarettes. 

Sergeant J.E. Yates, writing in 1993. 

Questions 
 

1. Study sources A & B 
How far do these sources agree about conditions in the trenches? 

(4)

2. Study source C 
Use your knowledge of the Western Front to explain why the government 
encouraged posters like Source A to be published in Britain in 1915. 

(6)

3. Study sources D & E 
How far is the account in Source D supported by Source E? Explain your 
answer. 

(6)

4. Study Source F 
How reliable is this account? Explain your answer 

(6)

5. Study Source D 
With reference to the sources and your own knowledge of the period, what 
are the strengths and weaknesses of Source D as an interpretation of the war 
on the Western Front? 

(8)

6. Study sources G & H 
How useful are these two sources as evidence of war on the Western Front? 
Use the sources and your own knowledge to explain your answer. 

(8)

7. Use the sources and your knowledge to answer this question. 
“Although conditions at the front were terrible, the people involved always 
saw their role as being glorious and exciting”: Do you agree? 

(12)
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Markscheme 

 
1. How far do sources A & B agree about conditions in the trenches? 
L1 Unsupported assertions / description of sources 1 
L2 Identifies agreements OR disagreements, supported by 

references to the sources 
2 

L3 Identifies agreements AND disagreements, supported by 
references to the sources 

3 

L4 As L3, but makes a judgement on ‘how far’. 
“I think these sources mainly agree but there are some 
differences…etc” 
 
OR 
Uses background knowledge to explain agreements / 
disagreements. 

4 

 
2. Study Source C.  
Use your knowledge to explain why this source was published in [year]. 
L1 General assertions, unsupported 

e.g. “It was published because there was a war going on” 
1 

L2 Asserts valid historical motive, unsupported through any 
reference to the source 
e.g. “This poster would help to get men to join the army” 

2 

L3 Asserts valid historical motive, supported through details in 
the source 

3-4 

L5 Asserts valid historical motive, supported through focused 
reference to the source and background knowledge (ideally 
but not necessarily focusing on the given year). 

5-6 

 
 
3. How far is the account in Source D supported by Source E? 
Explain your answer. 
L1 Unsupported assertions 1-2 
L2 One sided answer, focusing on similarities or differences in 

what the sources say (content focus) 
3-4 

L3 Two sided answer, focusing on similarities and differences in 
what the sources say (content focus) 

5 

L4 As L3, but  
EITHER 
Reaches overall judgment on “How far” 
OR 
Brings in the issue of reliability to consider how far one source 
substantiates the other (provenance focus) 

6 

 
4. Study Source F. 
How reliable is this account? 
Explain your answer. 
L1 Simple assertions (e.g. equating diaries with reliability, 

primary source with reliability) 
1-3 

L2 Questions the author generically.  4-5 
L3 Questions the author particularly using background 6 
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knowledge and/or cross-referencing.  
 
5. Study Source G. 
With reference to the sources and your own knowledge of the period, 
what are the strengths and weaknesses of this source as an 
interpretation of …? 
L1 Description, not evaluation. 1 
L2 One sided answer - discussion of either strengths or 

weaknesses. 
2-3 

L3 Balanced answer - considers strengths and weaknesses, 
using background knowledge or cross-referencing 

4-6 

L4 Balanced answer considering strengths and weaknesses, 
using background knowledge and cross-referencing 

7-8 

 
 
6. Study sources H & I. 
How useful are these two sources as evidence of … 
Use the sources and your own knowledge to explain your answer. 
L1 One or both sources summarised, not evaluated.  1-2 
L2 One source evaluated in terms of content (sufficiency) or 

provenance (reliability) 
3-4 

L3 EITHER 
One source evaluated in terms of content (sufficiency) and 
provenance (reliability) 
OR 
Both sources evaluated in terms of content (sufficiency) or 
provenance (reliability) 

5-6 

L4 Both sources evaluated in terms of content (sufficiency) and 
provenance (reliability) 

7-8 

Award marks within each level for use of background knowledge / cross 
referencing. 
 
 
7. Using the sources and your knowledge of the First World War, explain 
why … 
L1 General assertions 1-2 
L2 Answer using only background knowledge 

OR  
Sources are used but not in relation to the question 

2-4 

L3 One-sided answer, with support from the sources 5-7 
L4 Multi-causal answer, with detailed support from the sources  

Only award 10 marks if explicit contextual knowledge is used. 
8-10 

Up to 2 additional marks are available for evaluation of the sources (i.e. 
questioning their reliability)  
 
 
 


