How can battlefield archaeology contribute positively to the process of bereavement, commemoration and reconciliation?

Introduction

Battlefield archaeology explores exclusively sites and material from sites where battles happened however battlefield archaeology sits within the wider context of conflict archaeology; conflict archaeology explores all areas impacted by all types of human conflict (McMillan and Pollard, 2024). Battlefields are primarily either explored to further military understanding from a historal perspective or from a tourism and heritage perspective (Atherton, 2024). Interest in battlefields is not a recent development; people have visited sites such as Waterloo (1815) since soon after the battle. Artifacts such as war trophies and tourist souvenirs are also not a new phenomenon and have been recorded throughout human history. It is important to note that in the UK there are no legal protections for battlefield sites that protect them from development (McMillan and Pollard, 2024).

Battlefield archaeology can impact the process of bereavement, commemoration and reconciliation. Reconciliation is viewed by the public as honouring the sacrifice of ordinary soldiers. The culture of remembrance and discussions on the futility and tragedy of war begins from a young age in Britain, through education and Remembrance Day ceremonies. The British mind views remembrance as a civic and personal duty to the fallen (Atherton, 2024). For the purposes of this essay, reconciliation will be the focus, by looking at how veterans and serving personnel, cumulatively referred to from this point on as SPV’s, interact with battlefield archaeology. The areas within this that will be explored are education and transferable skills, impact on mental health, and community building and connection.

There are many projects utilising archaeology for reconciliation with the aim to help SPV’s cope with the trauma of current conflicts (McMillan and Pollard, 2024). The three programmes that will be mentioned throughout are Operation Nightingale, Waterloo Uncovered and the Veteran Curation Programme. The Waterloo Uncovered project began in 2015, the bicentenary of the battle of Waterloo (1815) and has since unearthed significant archaeological evidence (Evans, et al. 2019). The Veteran Curation Programme is a US Army Corps of Engineers programme for recently discharged or wounded veterans (Arendt, 2013). Operation Nightingale, set up in 2011 by Sergeant Diarmaid Walshe, VR of the Royal Army Medical Corps, attached to the 1 Rifles and Richard Osgood, Senior Historic Advisor to the Ministry of Defence’s Defence Infrastructure Organisations, aims to rehabilitate and aid in the recovery of serving soldiers through excavation and post-excavation activities (Everill, Bennett and Burnell, 2020).
Education and Transferable Skills
Learning to adjust to life after the military can be difficult for many veterans due to physical or mental health challenges. The military fosters a culture of self-reliance and resilience; this can result in stigma surrounding receiving help. As a result, traditional approaches and programmes including, employment, education, networking, accommodation, finance and family support are often difficult to access (Ulke, et al. 2021). Accessing archaeological programmes allows SPV’s to gain new skills to help them readjust to civilian life after the military.

Arendt (2013) states that there is a public view that archaeology is an esoteric subject and notes that the longer-term benefits through transferable skills and experience are often not fully recognised. Mark Evans and Charlie Foinette, founders of Waterloo Uncovered along with their five founding partners – Service Public de Wallonie (SPW), The Centre for Battlefield Archaeology at the University of Glasgow, L-P: Archaeology, ORBit team at the Department of Soil Management at Ghent University, and University College Roosevelt at Utrecht University, saw potential of battlefield archaeology beyond furthering understanding of battles as a way to educate personnel about their military history. Waterloo uncovered aims to combine supporting SPV recovery, transition into civilian life and public archaeology (Evans, et al. 2019). Similarly, Dr Michael Trimble and Dr Thomas F. King set up the Veteran Curation Programme after realising that soldiers in the Iraq war would come back to a turbulent economy and struggle with employment opportunities (Arendt, 2013). Evans, et al. (2019) believe archaeology is well suited to build on existing skillsets as there is an overlap in the skill set of SPV’s and professional archaeologists including teamwork, working in varying weather conditions, mapping, surveying and thorough reporting. SPV’s can also be viewed as a strength in battlefield archaeology as they can provide insight towards understanding the human experience of battle and military approaches despite the changes in warfare (Evans, et al. 2019).

Both Waterloo Uncovered and the Veteran Curation Programme provide opportunities to learn new skills in different areas of archaeology, which can be transferable skills to other careers. The Veteran Curation Programme provides competitive pay and new skills over six months, with facilities in Missouri, Georgia and Virginia. Lab work includes condition assessments of the archaeological collection, inventories, rehousing, reorganising, cataloguing, scanning documents and photographs, photography, and technical reports (Arendt, 2013). This provides skills in digitisation and administration as well as learning to work in an office environment, this is beneficial to participants who do not wish to continue work within the heritage or archaeology sphere. None of the 2012 cohort pursued Archaeology, however the programme allowed for transferable skills for their chosen careers, in this instance archaeology is utilised as way to re-enter work, rather than an end goal (Arendt, 2013). On the other hand, Waterloo Uncovered is field based and provides opportunities in trench archaeology, surveying, finds processing and photography. Along with this they encourage the use of skills passports which are a means of recording competency at skills required for professional archaeology, this aids the transition for SPV’s looking to continue within archaeology. Of the 77 SPV’s who attended Waterloo Uncovered between 2015 and 2019, 6 went on to get archaeology degrees at university, 15 joined other archaeology or heritage projects, 12 have returned as staff or volunteers and 10 became involved in the public engagement program, meaning 42 out of 77 have continued in archaeology or heritage (Evans, et al. 2019). Despite the differences in career paths, involvement in these programmes has allowed SPV’s to access work and learn beneficial skills for use after their military career. 

Impact on Mental Health

As previously mentioned, accessing mental health support can prove challenging for SPV’s and the support available through the National Health Service (NHS) cannot meet the demand. The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq in the 2000’s led to more public understanding of the limitations of the support available through the NHS. Operation Nightingale was set up in 2011 with Royal Army Medical Corps and Ministry of Defence support and became the inspiration for archaeology-based programmes, aiming for rehabilitation and recovery through excavation and post-excavation activities (Everill, Bennett and Burnell, 2020). Many of these initiatives have seen improvement of the general mental wellbeing of participants however, the improvement overall is not clinically significant and so archaeology-based programmes should not be viewed as treatment but a step toward accessing further support (Ulke, et al. 2021). It is also important to acknowledge that the perceived improvement cannot be absolutely identified as being a direct result of archaeology.

There are many factors that have been recognized as impacting the wellbeing of participants involved in archaeology-based initiatives. In the two Waterloo uncovered groups in the Ulke, et al. (2021) study, there was sustained improvement in wellbeing. The participants suggested that some of the factors that helped improve wellbeing were engagement with a range of people, and archaeology. Other elements include the social support of other personnel and the feeling of carrying out a meaningful activity. Unfortunately, there is no way to identify whether archaeology is the crucial factor to improved wellbeing or whether it is the whole environment of the programme. Camaraderie is another important factor in the engagement with archaeological remains for SPV’s. These programmes show some improvement in mental-health generally, but more research needs to be conducted to understand the extent of rehabilitation benefits. Despite symptoms appearing to be reduced after the Breaking Ground Heritage excavation involving 40 individuals in 2018, without a control group improvement cannot be viewed as simply the result of archaeology (Everill, Bennett and Burnell, 2020).

These programmes are not without risk, when working with SPV’s issues of triggering traumatic memories and dependency can occur and are risks that need to be considered to avoid harmful situations (Everill, Bennett and Burnell, 2020). In order to reduce the risks Waterloo Uncovered maintains a consistent structure and routine during the excavation and welfare and administrative teams are available throughout (Evans, et al. 2019). Whilst these actions do not fully remove the risks, safeguards are important to ensure that participants can continue to access the benefits these programmes can provide.

Community Building and Connection

For the public, battlefields are far removed from the violence that once took place on them, despite this, there is an expectation of contemplation and reflective empathy which is typical of the British approach to remembrance as an obligation (Ferguson, 2007 and Atherton, 2024). What and who is deemed worthy of commemoration changes as a society’s values change, this can be seen with the site of the Battle of Flodden that took place in 1513 in Northumbria and was a border dispute between Scotland and England (McMillan and Pollard, 2024 and Atherton, 2024). It was not until 1910 that a commemorative memorial was placed at the site. The 500 year anniversary in 2013 was driven by tourism and the idea of peace and reconciliation, further removing the commemoration from the violence of the battlefield (Atherton, 2024). 

Whilst, the landscape of historical battlefields may no longer show the visible scars inflicted upon them, the connection and importance placed on them is culturally determined, for example, the importance to locals of the Battle of Flodden is illustrated by the identifier ‘1513 Country’ at local sites and the battlefields of Boyne and Aughrim in the Republic of Ireland are integral to the identity of the Orange Order but not to the Republic of Ireland (Ferguson, 2007 and Atherton, 2024). The significance of a battlefield is determined not solely based on location but also community, the two are not required to match. The battlefields of the First World War are an example of battlefields where many nations continue to have a cultural attachment despite not residing within the nation (Ferguson, 2007). Fromelles is a First World War site in France where 250 remains were found and of those 250, 200 were identified, this had impact beyond France and brought closure to families (McMillan and Pollard, 2024). Ferguson (2007, p. 10) explains “Battlefields therefore, as landscapes, are never inert but are always changing as communities engage with them and rework them…”. One of the projects that builds a community to engage with a battlefield site despite the separation of location is Waterloo Uncovered.

Waterloo Uncovered was founded by Mark Evans and Charlie Foinette, both of whom were educated at the Institute of Archaeology, University College London. Evans went on to get an MA in Museum Studies and Foinette an MA in Public Archaeology. Crucially they were both officers of the Coldstream Guards, this encouraged them to learn about their predecessors’ roles in the Battle of Waterloo in 1815. Evans and Foinette also appreciated the benefit archaeology may have for SPV’s (Evans, et al. 2019). The inclusion of military input in battlefield archaeology is not a recent development, despite gaining more traction after the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq in the 2000’s and the creation of Operation Nightingale (Everill, Bennett and Burnell, 2020). During the 19th century it was soldiers stationed overseas who were the pioneers of conflict archaeology in the UK, one of these important figures was General Pitt Rivers who utilised his military experience to conduct detail orientated and systematic archaeology (McMillan and Pollard, 2024). It is not simply those involved in the military who value the importance of SPV’s in archaeology, Dr Michael Trimble and Dr Thomas F. King after receiving protection from soldiers whilst overseeing excavations in Iraq between 2004 and 2007, set up the Veteran Curation Programme (Arendt, 2013).

In order to build community Waterloo Uncovered recruits SPV’s in several ways including, veterans through organisations such as Combat Stress, Help for Heroes, and Walking with the Wounded. Injured personnel through Personal Recovery Units or their units. Another group of SPV’s are the self-referred, who reach out directly to the project, these SPV are likely to struggle with social isolation. Unsuccessful candidates are offered details of other UK digs available to support SPV’s and charities or services that may be beneficial for them. Building trust and open communication is important to the continued engagement and access to support programmes. Waterloo Uncovered spend 3 months on communicating with and learning the needs of each SPV involved in the programme. After these months of building trust there is a two-week excavation centred at Hougoumont Farm an important site for the battle in Belgium. To encourage social interaction the group travels together from London, with international participants joining later, the group stays at a nearby hotel with twin rooms where possible and beneficial to try to counter isolation. The community built over this period of time does not disappear after the conclusion of the excavation as Waterloo uncovered has an alumni system and is available to contact for advice (Evans, et al. 2019). This is just one example of a community that is built specifically to interact with battlefield archaeology, yet it is only a fragment of a larger community of SPV’s that could benefit from the self-reconciliation battlefield archaeology can provide.

Conclusion

Reconciliation does not exist without community; battlefield archaeology is one of many spaces where community is formed. Some communities within battlefield archaeology include the local people, the local businesses, a nation or multiple nations, archaeologists and volunteers (Ferguson, 2007). Another community formed within archaeology is serving personnel and veterans, who are involved in projects and groups such as Operation Nightingale, Waterloo Uncovered and the Veteran Curation Programme. The aim of these programmes is not reconciliation between two communities but rather reconciliation with oneself and providing the skills for reintegration into civilian life – reconciliation with general society. The approaches to succeeding these aims vary between programmes but a major component is education and skill building. Building upon existing skills in a supportive environment with the goal of future employability is vital to re-entering the workforce as well as connecting to groups outside the SPV community. The results of Waterloo Uncovered highlight the importance of learning skills to open doors for a community that can be affected by isolation, by giving hope of a future beyond the military (Evans, et al. 2019) . Despite these programmes not providing a clinical improvement in mental health and wellbeing, it is clear that they have a positive impact on participants. Whilst not being treatment, the effect on participants should not be dismissed as for many it allows them to seek further support. The programmes explored have built communities around battlefield archaeology and archaeology more generally, these allow for a supported discovery of identity outside of military service and how to navigate reconciliation of oneself and reconciliation with general society.

The direct relationships of the SPV’s reconciliation with themselves and general society, are not the only connections of importance to the discussion on the impact SPV’s involved in battlefield archaeology and the multiple methods of achieving reconciliation. There has been minimal exploration within this essay of the significance of the reflective nature of battlefield archaeology for SPV’s, it is briefly mentioned as a reason for Evans and Foinette choice of Waterloo – regimental connection. This connection between soldiers across time is an element that is open to further investigation and may provide additional insight into the reconciliatory nature of battlefield archaeology for SPV’s.
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