How can battlefield archaeology contribute positively to the process of bereavement, commemoration and reconciliation? (3000 words)

“There are the private soldiers, the Dick Kings, the unknown, the humble men, who never had the chance to become famous. They died in their thousands, these fine men of 1916. They died for love of their country and a shilling a day. The soldiers of 1916 were not supermen; they did not belong to a special generation. They were merely ordinary Britons, who believed they had to fight to save their country” (Middlebrook, 2006)

Death in an expected result of war. However, it is important to remember that death is not a statistic, not a number; death is the end of a life. For most of us, when we lose a loved one, we mourn and we bury them, over time we may visit the grave and remember them; yet for many during Wold War One and World War Two, this was not possible. Tarlow describes how, rather than be shipped home to Britain, fallen soldiers of the First World War were “buried near the places of death. For many, there was no grave at all – the body literally blown to pieces, decaying where it fell or lying in a shallow battlefield grave”. Therefore, parents, siblings, wives, grandparents and friends were not able to personally bury their loved ones; they could not mourn over the grave and bring flowers to show their love. It was not until the end of the war, possibly years after the death, that families could finally transport their kin home and even then, this was only for those families who could afford the transport (Mosse, 1979). 
Battlefield archaeology has allowed for decades of excavation across trenches, areas of No Man’s Land, unofficial burial sites and crash sites, leading to discoveries that have changed the lives of families and friends, as well as changing how we remember many of the wars’ fallen soldiers. The effects of battlefield archaeology may be seen in both large scale establishments such as monuments and on a smaller scale such as military funerals and the issuing of death certificates.
The amount of death and loss that emerged from war in the 20th Century was unprecedented; of the men aged 20-24 at the outbreak of World War One, over thirty per cent were killed, and of those aged 13-19, twenty-eight per cent were killed (Winter 1977, 450). “This scale of killing meant that nearly every household in the country suffered at least one loss, and we cannot doubt that the First World War represented horror and grief for almost every family and every community in Europe” (Tarlow 1997).

An example of commemoration for fallen soldiers is the Blight Valley Cemetery. Here, remains of the battlefield are brought to the specific location and arranged into image of the formation of soldiers. Each headstone shares a common design, simple and informative. This uniformity and arrangement allow for all soldiers buried in the cemetery to be presented as equal in death, not allowing for ranks, religion or ethnicity to influence the importance or meaning of any stones but allowing them to simply rest together as one. 
Additionally, a smaller reflection of the impact of battlefield archaeology can be found in the Lake District - Iron Crag. It is unknown if the remains of a plane were found accidently or on purpose, or even who found it; whichever it may be, the individual(s) decided not to see the remnants of the plane as an artefact to be taken and presented to all who wanted to see it. Those who locate the last of the plane will now be able to read an inscription in the metal frame, remembering the soldier killed in the crash. This form of commemoration shows a quiet, personal and emotive way of remembering the fallen, without any theatrics.
The grave of Ivaldi, a French soldier who was killed in the First World War, is a site of commemoration that can be seen to influence on a much larger scale. Ivaldi was buried under a wooden cross bearing his helmet in the spot where he fell in 1917, a grave which remains today as the only original grave from the war. As other soldiers were removed from their graves to be buried ‘properly’ and taken home to their families, it can be said that they became lost amongst the headstones of public cemeteries. Ivaldi’s grave, meanwhile, also became lost, buried in undergrowth of nature, until it was rediscovered years later. Today, the grave remains a reminder of the burial ritual throughout the war, the pain of soldiers burying fellow soldiers, and somehow represents all soldiers who fell in the war and were put to rest in this way. Ivaldi’s helmet still upon the cross, visitors can see the engagement and sense the emotion that created his grave, unchoreographed and disorganised, yet a true and intimate sign of commemoration. 
On May 26th, 1940, Operation Dynamo began in an effort to evacuate troops from Dunkirk back to Britain after German invasion. To oversee and protect the evacuation, the Royal Air Force sent all available aircraft, including Spitfire N3200 on its first and only mission, piloted by Geoffrey Stephenson. Stephenson was shot down, crash-landing on a beach a Sangatte, near Calais, and was captured. While he remained a prisoner for the remainder of the war, his spitfire was slowly encompassed by the sand. It was later recovered by a team after strong currents revealed the plane in 1986, more than 45 years after it had been lost. The spitfire was restored to flying condition and returned to the sky in 2014. It can now be found in the Battle of Britain exhibition at Imperial War Museum Duxford. The excavation and restoration of this spitfire may not demonstrate how battlefield archaeology contributes to bereavement or commemoration of fallen soldiers, but it does add to the remembrance and celebration of the actions taken by soldiers during the war, their bravery, skill and willingness to sacrifice themselves for others. 
It is clear to see that battlefield archaeology can contribute to the commemoration surrounding the First and Second World Wars in a variety of ways, from small personal messages of remembrance to national and international attractions for tourists. Each commemoration reflects the work of archaeologists from past to present who search to add to the knowledge and understanding of the wars, positively contributing to the ways in which people from all over the world can celebrate and remember those lost in war. Without battlefield archaeology, soldiers would remain undiscovered and unidentified, planes would remain lost and so many questions unanswered.

The Cambridge Dictionary defines bereavement as “the death of a close relation or friend”; for those who experience bereavement, it cannot be put into such simple words. Bereavement encompasses loss, pain, heartache, suffering, and so much more. During the First and Second World War, the amount of loss and grief that took over so many families and communities in incomprehensible; we cannot understand how this felt, and we do not wish to understand. For many families, they faced the reality of never knowing the fate of their loved one. Archaeology across the battlefields of the wars has become the sole reason that some of these families now have answers, even decades later. 
While attempting to explore buried trenches, the remains of a fallen World War One soldier were discovered. Through a thorough investigation, the body was identified as Wehrmann Jakob Hones, a German soldier who left behind a wife and five children when he died. Through a stroke of luck, one of Hones’ children, Ernst Christian Hones, was still alive and was able to attend his father’s funeral with other relatives. Hones was finally laid to rest in August 2004 in Labry military cemetery, near Metz. A family who had lost someone so dear to them was able to say goodbye and honour Hones even decades after his death. By coincidence or by fate, some Bundeswehr soldiers were also present in the cemetery and were delighted to provide an impromptu honour guard for his interment (Robertshaw and Kenyon, 2008). Though not discovered by German authorities, Hones was given a full investigation to identify him and find his remaining relatives, in death and after time, he was not seen as a German soldier but simply as a soldier; this may seem like basic humanity, yet it demonstrates a reconciliation between former enemies surrounding the understanding that the lives lost on both sides of the war were equal and all deserve the same respect and honour.
Another example of how battlefield archaeology has impacted bereavement in the retrieval of the body of pilot George Drake. Drake, originally from South Africa, became an RAF pilot during the Second World War and was shot down on September 9th, 1940. Left for over 30 years, Drake was finally excavated by a private group on May 21st, 1972. Both of Drake’s brothers were able to travel from South Africa to attend the funeral, which was conducted at Brookwood Military Cemetery, on November 22nd, 1972, by the RAF with full military honours. This story shows the significant impact loss has on a person’s life and demonstrates how the unknowns can truly restrict the process of bereavement; with the discovery of Drake’s body and the issuing of a death certificate, the will of Drake’s late mother could only now be settled. The estate had been left in equal shares between her three sons, with Drake’s share left ‘in limbo’ until the confirmation of his death. Until this time, it was his mother’s wish to have Drake’s share frozen and held for the day that he may one day return to his family, alive. This case clearly shows a mother’s unbreakable hope that, against all logical and reasoning, her son was alive somewhere. While Drake’s mother passed away before his fate was confirmed, it can be said that the discovery of his remains allowed his brothers to finally find closure. This closure also allowed for them to remember their brother, and say goodbye as they visited the site of his death; they were also able to see a cigarette case found in the wreckage, an object of little significance yet it reminded them of how he won it as a fairground prize before the war. It is tales like this that remind us that the fallen soldiers not only had families and friends who mourned them, but also had lives that ended far too quickly.  
In the summer of 2017, a mountain climber discovered the remains of an Italian soldier from the First World War, still with his boots, uniform, equipment and a length of telephone wire. Usually, bodies such as this would be unidentifiable as Italian World War One dog tags were made up of a piece of perishable paper place in a small box around the soldier’s neck. However, due to the climate on the mountain top, archaeologists recovered a bunch of papers frozen together, one of them being a medical certificate. The body was subsequently identified as Rodolfo Beretta, a member of the “Val d’Intelvi” Battalion of the Fifth Alpini Regiment. Further research then revealed that, according to unit diaries, Rodolfo was killed when he was a buried in an avalanche on the night of 7/8th November 1916, on the Adamello Glacier. Like the mother of George Drake, Rodolfo’s mother never believed that her son could be dead; until the day she died, she would go to the town railway station every day to wait for her son to return to her. Unfortunately, Rodolfo’s parents and four siblings passed away without ever being able to bury their loved one. Nevertheless, Rodolfo was laid to rest by his remaining family and townspeople in his native town of Besana Brianza in October 2018. Stories such as these remind us of the good that battlefield archaeology can do for families who have lost a loved one and do not have the answers they truly need to find closure. 
It can be said that, while war is destructive and cruel, it can have positive result for future generations. I believe that through commemorating, remembering and continuing to explore the war through archaeology, societies are brought together. Archaeology teams who work in battlefields and recover soldiers create bonds with groups across the world all connecting through a shared goal. Additionally, through commemorating those lost during the First and Second World Wars, people are connected by the desire to not repeat history; by acknowledging the loss and devastation of the wars, there is a shared understanding and want for change. Moreover, some may argue that through both local and national commemorating and remembrance services, members of the public are brought together to show gratitude for the current servicemen and women, who are often taken for granted in today’s society. Overall, through being reminded of the events and experiences of the wars, empathy and communality are intensified, with people of different ethnic groups, races, ages and classes feeling the same which creates a strong sense of kinship and unity. The Association for the recovery of the Fallen (VBGO), an organisation based in Hamburg, prides itself on looking for and identifying soldiers of any origin; “we are looking for people: sons, fathers, brothers. Fallen soldiers are also victims – victims of a gruesome war, which they did not cause and had not wanted” (VBGO).

“I dare to believe that it gives them peace, knowing that people from all over the world have joined forces to recover their mortal remains. In my opinion, this can count as a symbol of peace and reconciliation” (Dr Simon Verdegem)

To conclude, I believe that battlefield archaeology can positively impact bereavement, commemoration and reconciliation in various ways, from personal to international. As a result of battlefield archaeology, families are given answers to questions they have had for a hundred years, fallen soldiers are honoured and remembered, objects are recovered to represent events of the war and teach people today, and lost soldiers have teams all across the world looking for them and working to lay them to rest with honour. While some examples of battlefield archaeology may not appear to directly affect people, it can also provide a connection for people to learn and understand some of the experiences of soldiers through the wars; objects may help people to create an image , and inevitably remind people of the bravery of those who served. 
Gommecourt Wood New Cemetery consists of many graves from the North Midland Division men and the cemetery is dedicated to that division, yet 465 of the 749 graves are classed as ‘unknowns’ (Middlebrook, 2006); meanwhile, the Defence POW/MIA Accounting Agency states that at the end of World War Two, approximately 79,000 soldiers were unaccounted for, which included those buried at sea, lost as sea, missing in action and buried as unknowns. It is so important that archaeology continues in areas such as battlefields, as there is more work still to be done; there are more questions to be answered and archaeologists may be the only people able to find the answers. The positive impact of battlefield archaeology is prominent for so many people, contributing both directly and indirectly to so many lives every day, and will continue to do so for years to come.

“My motivation is that, for the soldiers, their biggest fear was not to die, but to become missing. So, whenever we can find one and we cannot identify him at least he is out of the cold and he can have a final resting place in a cemetery with his comrades” (Dr Simon Verdegem)
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