
 
 

Visiting the Battlefields of World War One:  
A Simple Blatting Guide 

 
It’s a century now since a generation of young men and women crossed the 
English Channel, many for the only time, to fight in France in what we now know 
as the First World War. Interest in the war has grown over the last few years, so 
it is no surprise that many people are now visiting the iconic cemeteries and 
memorials that stand as a physical reminder of the sacrifice made by so many for 
our freedom.  I am lucky that it is my task as a Director of the Commonwealth 
War Graves Commission (CWGC) to care for these cemeteries, through the hard 
work of my 500 plus staff from the UK, France, Germany, Belgium and Holland. 
It’s less a job and more a vocation that consumes most of my life, and is slowly 
taking over much of my wife Andrea’s time as well. 
 
But you ask, what has this to do with the Caterham Seven? Well, I am also a 
dedicated Seven owner, and often combine the two passions by visiting the 
CWGC sites in our Seven. My aim with this article is to encourage you to make 
their own pilgrimage to the Western Front to pay homage; there is no better way 
to connect the sites you visit than in a Seven on the fantastic roads of Northern 
France. 
 
To help you I have broken down this article into four broad parts. First, I’ve 
included some advice on how to plan your visit, and a few useful hints on getting 
here and driving in our part of France. Then I have outlined an idea for a ‘long 
blat’ and ‘short blat’ that combine fantastic driving roads and take you through 
the most important and iconic sites of the Somme. Next year is the 100th 
anniversary of the battle of the Somme, so it seems appropriate for this to be the 
focus of my taster trip. Finally, I outline some hopefully interesting information 
on the headstones that are a core aspect of the sites you will visit. The idea is to 
make your visit a little more interesting as you walk amongst the headstones. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 
Before You Go – Preparing For the Trip 
 
I will not attempt here to provide a history of the First World War. However, I 
would highly recommend you spend a few hours researching on the CWGC 
website (www.cwgc.org). On here you can select cemeteries and look at the 
history around why they exist in their current locations.  You can also get the 
directions and locations of the cemeteries, which may be handy if you want to 
pre-programme the Satnav whilst at home.  
 
I should mention here a few simple tips about driving in North France. Broadly it 
is little different to UK. Don’t speed in villages or town, but do stick to the speed 
limit on the motorways. Traffic density is light, so the police can easily spot and 
stop speeders. Also, as a rule, most gendarmerie will focus on the Routes 
National and main roads. Stick to the D Roads and you should reduce any risk if 
you want to drive briskly. Two signs to note – like the USA, do stop at a STOP 
sign, and the last one is the ‘X sign’ shown here – a road crossing  with priority to 
the right.  
 

 
 
What is dangerous about such signs is that the road coming in from your right 
might look like someone’s drive or a farm track whilst you are on a clear wide 
main road; but yes he has right of way and will exercise it. 
 
Also, you could do worse than getting some decent maps to help if you get 
completely lost, or just want to explore away from these blat instructions. There 
are good roads everywhere. The IGN (Insitut Geographique National) series 
numbers 101 & 103 are the ones to get. With these you can explore freely.  
 

http://www.cwgc.org/


 
 
Personally I would recommend a four day trip, although you can get away with a 
long three days (Day 1 travel, day 2/3 blatting, day 4 heading back to UK).   
 
 
Getting Here (Day 1) 
 
Day One should be about getting yourself to Arras, which lies exactly 100 km 
south of Calais. The easiest way to get there (and the quickest) is to take the A26- 
E 15 which is also officially called ‘the Route Anglais’, because only the Brits use 
it to speed through France and are daft enough to pay for the privilege.  It takes 
around 1 hour 15 minutes and costs about 9 Euros. Trying to get to Arras by D 
Roads is for the brave, as they take you through a lot of towns and villages, that 
make up the coastal belt, and it is a poor intro to Northern France. Better to pay 
the money and cruise down the empty but boring autoroute and spend more 
time in Arras. Arras should be your base for the visit. Despite the increased 
number of visitors, they don’t do tourism in the Somme. It is bereft of hotels as 
well as places to eat, and yes, they still close on the weekends and for lunch. 
 
You can chose your own style of accommodation on any good website, but we 
use the Ace Hotel in Arras-Beaurains for our business guests . It is the right side 
of Arras for the Somme, it’s new and very good value. It also has good parking 
and a number of restaurants there including a McDonalds with free wifi. (You 
can tell already that cuisine is not my thing!)  
 
If you arrive early in Arras on Day 1, I would recommend you look at two sights 
within the town. The first is the Grand and Petite Places, which are the heart of 
the town, rebuilt after the war, and the social centre of the town. It is also the 
place to head for if you want a choice of restaurant as they are all round the two 
squares. It’s a couple of miles from the Ace to the centre. Note the Belfoir (Main 
Town Hall, which was voted the greatest historic building in France last year). 
Also you can visit Faubourg D’Amiens cemetery, which is one of the largest in 
this part of France and is an excellent example of our work in the CWGC. It 
contains most of the victims from four years of siege and fighting around Arras 



through the first World War. Another site well worth visiting, and just a mile 
from the Ace Hotel, is Carriere Wellington (Wellington Quarry). This is a guided 
tour through the caves below Arras which were used by the Allies to hide up to 
20 000 men ahead of the battle of Vimy Ridge in 1917. You can do the tour either 
on Day One or on the 4th day before you head home. 
 
Day 2 & 3 - The Remembrance  ‘Blats’. 
 
In this section I will outline a good route to follow that takes in the most iconic 
sites from WW1 and the Somme campaign. Day 2 is ‘The Road of the Missing’, 
and should take you all day. Before you go make sure you stock a 
picnic/sandwiches and brim the tank at the nearby Carrefour supermarket, 
which you can see from the Ace Hotel. There are few places to stop once you get 
going, and petrol stations are not on every corner. From here you will get onto 
the Arras ‘Ring road’ and will take the D919 heading through Bucouy towards 
Ayette. (programme the satnav for Ayette). This is a fantastic open road with 
good visibility to allow overtaking, and quite a number of direction changes. 
Along this road you will start to pass cemetery after cemetery. Look out of the 
distinctive green signs of the CWGC, and you will get a sense already of the scale 
of the loss as one sign after another flashes past your wings. 
 
Your first stop is in Ayette, and it is the Indian/Chinese cemetery. The sign for 
the sit is at the end of the village at a tight lefthander. Park the car on the lane, 
and walk the 50 metres down the farm track to this small cemetery. The 
significance of this small cemetery is that the British relied heavily on Chinese 
and Indian labourers to do their logistic and support works. Hundreds died in 
the camps through shelling or disease, and they are buried where they died. Few 
visitors come to these cemeteries, so your visit will be appreciated. 
 
After Ayette, keep on the D919 and you will soon pass through the village of 
Puisieux, and from here the Somme truly comes to life. Look out as you drive out 
of the village for a series of green signs that will point up a farm track to the 
right. 

This track leads to a small batch of cemeteries and the Sheffield memorial Park, 



which is dedicated to ‘The Pals’ Battalions which were formed from close knit 
communities across the UK to raise the troops needed for the Somme campaign – 
lads signed up together, trained together and ultimately fought and died 
together. WARNING. The farmer who lives at the bottom of the track is quite 
anti-visitors, so play safe and park the car 50 metres further up the road on the 
right outside Serre Road No 1 cemetery and walk back. After a short walk around 
the Park, jump back in the car for the 200 metre drive further on to Serre Road 
No 2 cemetery. This is our most iconic cemetery on the Somme and is also one of 
it’s largest.  
 
After Serre Road, it’s up the hill and on again down the D919. About half a mile 
on you will see the large sign for the Newfoundland memorial at Beaumont 
Hamel. In the picture below you can spot the pink house in the distance.  
 

 
 
This is where you are turning left for the memorial. After the turn you are on the 
twisty run down to the Aisle Valley – the D174 towards Auchonvilliers. Follow 
the signs to the Newfoundland memorial, which is your next stop. 
 
The memorial park is a Canadian national memorial, and they provide guided 
tours as well as offering you the chance to walk across the site. It is a unique 
untouched part of the Somme front line, and the view from the Caribou statue 
gives you an idea of how close and narrow the front was in most places. One little 
known fact: have a look for the name ‘Pilgrim’ on the plaque of the missing at the 
foot of the Caribou. He actually survived the war and his name here is a mistake. 
 
You can spend most of the day here, but there’s more to do, so from here, make 
your way out of the car park and turn right continuing on the D73 down the hill 
following the signs for Thiepval through the village of Hamel. The only difficult 
turn is to remember to turn over the railway line and climb the hill until the 
impressive Ulster Tower comes into view. 



A stop here, and the adjacent cemetery are worthwhile. The Tower is a replica of 
the defensive towers built across Northern Ireland, and this folly is a 
commemoration to the Ulstermen who fought. Incidentally, there is a ‘British’ 
café that is open here (except Winter) where you can get a cuppa and a corned 
beef sandwich if you forgot to bring them with you. 
 
Another couple of kilometers further on you will arrive at the Thiepval 
memorial. This is the most famous landmark to the Somme campaign, and it’s 
giant size was dictated by the need to record over 70 000 names for those whose 
remains could not be identified and either lost or buried as ‘unknowns’. There is 
a small museum here as well, run by the local commune.  
 
At this point set the satnav for the village of Longueval, and this D Route will take 
you through some great roads until you get to the village of Longueval and you 
are looking for the South African Memorial ‘Delville Wood’, which is in the 
village, and as the name suggests is the site that is dedicated to all the South 
African who lost their lives. There is a large CWGC cemetery here as well as a 
small Museum and park. 
 
From Longueval you should be heading back to Arras after a long day – in this 
case take the D107 and stay on it through the villages of Martinpuish and 
Miraumont before arriving back at the of Puisieux and then following the signs 
Bucquoy, Ayette and finally Arras. Note that during the day you will encounter 
many of the green CWGC signs for cemeteries. They dot the whole area. All are 
worthy of a stop, so do not be afraid to explore. All the D Roads are fun, traffic 
light and surfaces excellent. If you get completely lost use the ‘no motorways’ 
selection in the satnav and head back to Arras – there are no bad roads here. 
 
Day 3 is the ‘Somme Coastal Blat’ and has fewer cemeteries, but more driving. 
This blat heads out towards the West and the coast and follows the supply routes 
and hospital locations that supported the front around Arras and the Somme. 
Again, stocking up before you go is a sound idea – the Carrefour is open Sunday 
morning (a rare exception),. Also brim the tank, and fill up whenever you see an 
open station.  



 
Set the satnav for Avenes-le-Comte and then Frevent, and this should take you on 
the D59 & D68, becoming the D339. From Frevent take the D941 to the hamlet of 
Petit Boubers, and turn onto the D340 through to Hesdin. At Hesdin set the 
satnav for Montreueil along the D349, and then head of Etaples. The cemetery is 
on the coastal road out of the town on the D940 towards Bologne.  
 
In my opinion, this is the most significant cemetery in the whole of France, and 
sadly gets too few visitors. This area was where the Allies had a number of 
hospitals and training camps with troops coming and going through the local 
ports at Le Touquet and Boulogne. The site remembers casualties from all the 
parts of the Allied forces: it is one of very few sites which has an ‘officers plot’
, civilians and nursing staff. Furthermore, the different religious groups are 
buried in their own plots, which is also rare. The principle of commemoration 
was that all were treated equally, so in every other site casualties are buried side 
by side, irrespective of nation, colour or rank.  
 
Etaples is very close to Le Tourquet-Paris-Le Plage, which is‘Paris by the Sea’. 
If you have the time it is well worth a quick divert for lunch or a walk amongst 
the wealthy who have holiday homes here. In summer it will be crowded, and 
August can be very testing. 
 
To return to Arras, the suggested route back is as follows: head for Frenq on the 
D113, and then take the D148 to Fruges.  Be careful in Verchocq, because you 
will need to turn off in the town to stay on the D148 and continue to Fruges. 
Then take the D928 for a short time south to the village of Le Petit St Pol where 
you turn left onto the D343 and keep going until you reach St Pol  Sur Ternoise. 
The join the D939 that will take you back to Arras, and finally return to the Ace 
Hotel in Beaurains. 
 
Once again the area is littered with great roads and villages, and signposting can 
be rudimentary. Don’t be afraid to get lost or divert. Ultimately it’s the satnav or 
maps that will rescue you! 
 
Going Home – Day 4 
 
Day 4 is mainly about getting home. It is certainly less stressful if you simply 
return to Calais via the autoroute. However, before you go, if you do have time, 
then the Vimy Memorial, Caberet Rouge cemetery in Souchez and the French 
national cemetery at Notre Dame De Lorette are all sites on the northern edge of 
Arras and all are well worth a visit. They are connected by good roads, and will 
allow you to get back onto the Autoroute before you head home. To visit these 
sites in full will take most of the day so try and decide from the CWGC website  
which of these sites might mean most to you personally. 
 
The Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC) – How To Read A 
Headstone 
 
I mentioned at the beginning of the article that the CWGC does have a excellent 
web page which will tell you a great deal about the organization and also the 



history of each site. Here I will try and offer a few insights into our iconic 
headstones which are at the heart of each site. 
 
The headstones you will see in each site are made of Portland stone. It is 
becoming clear that the lifetime of one of these headstones is around 100 years 
before the inscription starts to become unreadable. Sadly, quality Portland is no 
longer available, so the CWGC has been re-engraving wherever possible, and in 
circumstances where the stone must be replaced, we have used alternative stone 
types. However, the plan is to keep the original stones for as long as possible, 
until the name can no longer be read in good daylight. 
 
The inscriptions follow a very clear pattern. First each one holds the national 
symbol or regimental badge. Each casualty is remembered by the name and 
initials that were recorded at the time of death, so the more factual information 
that was recorded the more detailed the headstone in terms of information. 
Relatives were allowed to have an inscription placed on the stone, and you will 
see this at the bottom. You could pay extra if you wanted a longer inscription. 
Second, a religious symbol was provided, but if you see a stone without one then 
that will be because of the wishes of the family. Finally, look out for a winner of 
the Victoria Cross, Britain’s highest award for gallantry. In such cases an 
exception is made and the gravestone includes an engraving of this award as a 
mark of ultimate sacrifice.  
 
You will appreciate that no organization is perfect, and we often get requests 
from relatives for inscriptions or details to be altered or changes. We never 
deviate or correct information that was provided by the original family. Only 
certifiable errors (name spelling) will lead to the stone being re-engraved.  
 
Finally, you may see some of my staff working in the cemeteries. The gardening 
and maintenance is looked after by around 500 mobile staff who work all over 
France. The majority are French local employees, although the care of the 
cemeteries is paid for by the British taxpayer who funds the CWGC. They are 
always pleased to meet visitors so please say hello if you see one of them. Oh, 
and also I’d welcome your feedback on our work. Each site has a Visitors Book 

in which you can leave your mark. Happy Blatting! 


