
Weapon No. 1  THE RIFLE

Each man who joined the British Army was issued with a Lee-
Enfield rifle and a 40 centimetre steel bayonet to fit onto the 
end. These rifles were slow (approximately 20 bullets fired per 
minute) compared to machine-guns, but very accurate. Snipers
use them very effectively to ‘pick off’ any soldiers who lifted 
their head above the trench.

Source A A soldier awaiting order with his rifle ready.

Weapon No. 2 MACHINE-GUN

Although invented in 1862, the machine-gun was still an
untested weapon of war. However, it soon became recognised
as one of the war’s deadliest weapons. A water-cooled
machine-gun like the Vicker gun could fie up to ten bullets per
second. In the first 12 days of fighting, the French reported
losses of over 200,000 men, mostly through machine-gun fire.
According to British estimates, machine-guns caused about 40%
of all wounds inflicted n British troops during the war. They
were used by both sides in the war, and were one reason why
attacking enemy trenches was such a difficult job with usually
little success and heavy casualties. A well-placed machine gun
could mow down lines of advancing troops in minutes. Early
machine guns, such as the Maxim, were heavy and needed two
to three men to operate them. As the war progressed, the
British developed the Lewis gun, which could be carried and
fired by one man.

Source B British machine-
gunners in 1916. these guns made 
it easy to defend a position 
provided the operators had good 
cover.

Weapon No. 3 ARTILLERY

Artillery is another word for the large, heavy guns that could shoot 
bombs (or shells as they were known) over long distances. They were 
used to fire explosive shells across No Man’s Land. It was common to 
bombard the enemy trenches for several hours before starting an 
attack in the hope you might kill lots of soldiers as they sheltered in 
their dug outs. In 1915, 400,000 shells (some as big as soldiers) were 
fired every month on the Western Front. Some big guns could fire 
shells over a distance of 13 miles. The results were devastating – the 
shells left huge craters in the landscape. When they exploded, the 
red-hot metal splinters (called shrapnel) would cut an enemy to 
pieces. The noise damaged men’s brains and made their ears bleed. It 
was called shell-shock, a condition similar to a ‘nervous breakdown.’ 
Artillery was responsible for about 60% of all wounds.

Source C British artillery in 
World War One.



Weapon No. 5 TANKS

Tanks were first used in battle in 1916 at the Battle of the Somme. This 
British invention scared the Germans so much that they panicked and 
fled. However, these armour-plated machines could only travel at about 
four miles per hour and broke down easily. They also took four men to 
steer them. Despite this, the British and French produced over 5000 
whilst the Germans made only 20.

Some military leaders were impressed with the potential of the tank, 
but life for the troops who were driving and operating them was tough.

At the Battle of Cambrai in 1917, over 400 British tanks crossed no 
man’s land, broke through barbed wire and crush machine guns nests 
to clear the way for foot soldiers behind them.

Overall, the effectiveness of tanks is debateable. Although they did 
have shock value and in some cases instilled fear, in military terms tanks 
alone were not the war-winning solution to the stalemate of trench 
warfare.

Source D British tank 
during the Battle of the 
Somme, 1916.

Weapon No. 4 GAS

The first ever gas attack was on 22 April 1915. The Germans released gas from cylinders and allowed the wind 
to carry it over French soldiers on the front line. The French panicked and ran. A six-kilometre gap opened up 
in the French lines but Germans didn’t have enough men to mount  a serious assault (although they did take 
2000 prisoners!). An opportunity like this never happened again but gas proved its worth as a weapon of 
terror. Soon both sides were using gas. There were two types:

• Chlorine gas (or phosgene) – this suffocated the lungs and left the victim gasping for air.
• Mustard gas – rotted the body – skin blistered, eyes bulged. A victim would cough up the lining of his lungs 

in clots. The pain was so intense that victims often had to be tied down!

During the war the Germans got through 68,000 tons of gas and the British 51,000 tons. The different types of 
poison gas were used at different times. It could either be blown by the wind towards the enemy or fired at 
them in shells.
Despite its reputation of how gas was used during the war, only about 10% of all who were gassed died from 
their injuries. However, many men suffered from the effects for the rest of their lives.

Source D Gassed by John Singer 
Sargent. An early gas mask consisted 
of a handkerchief dipped in urine and 
tied over the face! In total, gas 
caused 15% of all casualties in the 
war. By 1918, one artillery shell in 
four was a gas shell but, by then 
effective gas masks had been 
developed.


