[bookmark: _Int_6vPoJYwH]How can battlefield archaeology contribute positively to the process of bereavement, commemoration and reconciliation?
Intro 
Archaeology as a therapeutic intervention was introduced in 2011 through Operation Nightingale, in response to a recognised need for recovery and return to “normal life” for military veterans which includes those who were wounded, sick or injured from the war in Afghanistan. The initiative proved so successful that it was extended beyond just veterans of Afghanistan and has since been adopted by other nations (Everill, Bennett and Burnell, 2020). This paper aims to identify what has made the project such a success and attempt to identify what it is that makes the project so successful. It will look at the leadership of Richard Osgood and affiliates of Operation Nightingale to understand the relationships that deem it a success. A brief look at other organisations in contrast may help to support and understand why in particular archaeology has been a success. 
Background 
[bookmark: _Int_AWvSyUph]Since the First World War many charitable organisations sprung up to address the growing need for injured and retired veterans to have help and support on return to civilian life. Personnel were returning either sick, injured or wounded with many suffering from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and those that may not have been suffering from the afore mentioned struggle with easing back into civilian life. Charities such as the Royal British Legion, British Limbless Ex-Service Men’s Association (BLESMA) and latterly Combat Stress all formed in recognition of the need to support veterans on their return from service. Royal British Legion have evolved into a large organisation that aims to encompass all the needs of the returning ex service personnel and their families; if they are unable to directly help, they are able to signpost them to the relevant charity or organisation. Their website intimates a family of charities giving the impression that there is other help available when in fact the two linked charities are Poppyscotland and The National Memorial Arboretum, the former and extension of Royal British Legion and the latter is a 150 acre that is a commemoration which does not offer the help that veterans need to support their integration into civilian life. BLESMA caters to the needs of those with physical injuries and Combat Stress on their website state “We provide clinical treatment and support for veterans from the British Armed Forces, with a focus on those with complex mental health issues,” suggesting that those who are not so severe are the ones that are falling through the net. Conventional routes to mental health recovery have been either medical or therapy which has not necessarily addressed the issue at hand. A study conducted by Finnegan (2016) found, of the 14 veterans interviewed, that there were differing feelings on treatment after discharge. Some felt supported whilst others “felt very bitter of how they were treated.” 
Operation Nightingale 
Research into Operation Nightingale revealed, from various sources, a comprehensive and integrated approach to providing an environment that is well organised and structured offering an engaging, educational, and therapeutic environment. Its beginnings were the brainchild of Sergeant Diarmaid Walshe VR of the Royal Army Medical Corps and Richard Osgood, Senior Historic Advisor to the Ministry of Defence’s (MoD) Defence Infrastructure Organisation, (Everill, Bennett and Burnell, 2020), alongside first participant, Steve Winterton, being born of a need to engage with veterans who were wounded, injured, or sick to find new purpose and meaning in their lives by offering an environment in which was familiar but bridged the gap between military and civilian life. Rifleman Rowan Kendrick “Kenny” having suffered a mental breakdown was part of the volunteer group at Barrow Clump, when asked if he was bored his response was “on the contrary, he was concentrating so hard to make sure he did everything correctly that he was exhausted at the end of the day and that he was sleeping properly for the first time in years,” (Osgood, 2023, p.122). Since 2012, Kenny has retrained to become a professional archaeologist, a career he was told at school he was not clever enough for. 
[bookmark: _Int_X8dhqG8p][bookmark: _Int_bmbFq4zZ]What Operation Nightingale has succeeded in doing is bringing together groups and individuals that were necessary in ensuring many of the needs of all aspects were met; that of the veterans who needed care, support, and a future to look forward to with the needs of the MoD at risk Heritage sites (Williams & Alexander, 2019, p.67) which needed to be preserved and protected from badgers. The whole operation has been well thought out. The land for excavating was well researched ensuring that there would be finds which would keep the participants engaged and not become disheartened and lose interest. By securing support and funding from English Heritage the project could go ahead. They teamed up with the local community in Salisbury ensuring community involvement, participation, and awareness. The community engagement group provided civilian volunteers to work alongside the veterans, held an open day for public awareness and funded a youth crew to be trained in the process of filming and editing. Furthermore, the dig team did not work in isolation, their success was owed to the support of the professional team they appointed, Wessex Archaeology, who managed the dig process whilst transferring skills that would support future opportunities for the veterans beyond the project. The wide ranging participants within the project inclusive of professionals, volunteers and experts has made it the success it is. (Williams & Alexander, 2019) (Article: Dialogues with Early Medieval ‘Warriors’). Other key players included active military personnel who were an added comfort to the veterans, and Leicester University who aside from offering their archaeology department expertise, also opened their doors to veterans who wanted to pursue further education in archaeology. 
[bookmark: _Int_XUzsVxQz]Veterans benefitted from being in a familiar environment which included living in camp onsite for the six weeks with family members if they wished. Having left a highly structured life in the military many struggled with the lack of structure in civilian life and so struggled with motivation, loneliness, and depression. Being amongst other veterans developed a bond and a sense of camaraderie. They were in this together, known territory, familiar. Some of the work carried out parallelled some of the skills the veterans had from being in active duty. Finnegan (2016), noted that “there is a close correlation between the skills required by the modern soldier and those of the professional archaeologist.” Amongst them are skills such as surveying, scrutiny of the ground, mapping, site and team management, and coping with being outdoors in all weathers. By having skills that could be applied to the archaeology field puts the participant at ease and can apply their knowledge. Camping onsite meant that they were able to create a social environment and be at ease with the type of banter they were used to in when in the military. Getting the balance right has been key to the success of Operation Nightingale. In contrast, the site of Barrow Clump, a military training area, the regular sound of gunfire and helicopters flying were triggers; for some the sounds of the helicopters were the sound of freedom, time to go home to others it brought memories of friends and colleagues that were injured or did not make it. (Osgood, 2023, p.130). For Jeanette Flitney bombs disposal officer, it was a challenge being onsite of a military training ground where the sounds of gunfire were triggering factors for her, so her coping strategy was to wear headphones playing very loud music to drown out the sound of gunfire (Osgood, 2023, p.130). All veterans come with their own set of challenges which everyone is aware of and are careful to be mindful that there will be times when people will not be doing so well and to keep an eye out for them. Being in such an environment has meant that the individual can relax knowing that they are in a safe environment. 
As noted by Flitney:
It gave me an outlet when I was most alone. I could go to an excavation and know that I was with people who understood and who would look out for me.  That I could be involved as much or as little as I needed/could cope with. It allowed me to start feeling I could get out of the house and be active, that I was not worthless.
There is awareness of the sensitivity needed given that the veterans had had to deal with loss on the field and yet here they were digging burial sites. Richard and his team took care to ensure that veterans were not being triggered always keeping an eye out.
[bookmark: _Int_6UxejD7l]Operation Nightingale are a very considered and well thought out venture. The sites chosen for excavation were generally at risk Heritage sites that would also guarantee a find making it a success to those who participated enabling continued interest and an environment in which they fostered confidence, leadership, independence, and safety giving participants the opportunity to “work through my thoughts and feelings whilst carrying out the seemingly repetitive task,” Flitney (Osgood, 2023, p.130). From start to finish participants worked within a structure that both familiar and new allowing them to engage and take on new skills whilst at the same time having the space in which to work through their problems. Being in the outdoors, in nature and focus on the task has made it conducive to recovery. Before the dig could start participants were familiarised with the types of artefacts with a visit to the local museum at Devizes, by understanding what they might find in an Anglo-Saxon site giving them the confidence to know what they would be looking for. Whoever has a find then has the opportunity to follow through to learn about the object, the associated known history and work together with the expert to try and assess what the object for the materials it is made of its usage and other pertinent facts. Going through the dig process has had many benefits for the veteran.  As noted by Finnegan (2016), the response to the dig experience has been extremely positive with participants with particular focus on being outdoors, the camaraderie, being with other veterans and having their confidence boosted. With reduced stress and an overall improved sense of wellbeing participants felt that they were better able to face the future and were able to make decisions and choices for themselves going forward. 
Other Organisations 
The success of Operation Nightingale has resulted in other such ventures springing up. In 2015 Breaking Ground Heritage (BGH) (Breaking Ground Heritage, 2024) was set up in 2015 by Richard Bennett, an ex-Royal Marine, and former Operation Nightingale participant, created their own projects away from MoD sites with a peer mentoring and support group designed to offer new participants a buddy system that enables them to get familiar with archaeology and the setting they are coming into. They also have a psychology team who assess the benefits participants receive from participating in their projects. Waterloo Uncovered also started in 2015, by Mark Evans and Charlie Foinette, both from the Coldstream Guards and previously were fellow archaeology students. Their decision and choice to focus on Waterloo Battlefield was the link it has with their regiment which they subsequently discovered that theirs is not the only regiment with a link to Waterloo! They collaborated with Project Hougoumont who maintain Hougoumont Farm where the Battle of Waterloo had taken place 200 years ago from 2015. Intending to only stay for one season, they discovered a rich supply of artefacts to be uncovered and have been returning ever since. Subsequently, they have created a complex and rich environment for veterans but notably all those who participate benefit. Their partnerships encompass professional organisations from both home and abroad which include archaeological companies, universities, and museums with participants from veterans to active service personnel, to volunteers all of whom come from countries that had fought in the Battle of Waterloo. Like the previous two mention ventures, Waterloo uncovered have the welfare of veterans at the heart of what they do. Their mode of operation involves a careful selection of candidates to join a twelve-month program in which they “focus[ing] on five key areas: Recovery, Wellbeing, Transition to civilian life, Education and Employment.” (Waterloo Uncovered, 2024). With the success achieved in the United Kingdom (UK) other countries have followed including the United States (US) who started American Veterans Archaeological Recovery (AVAR) with their structures and philosophies being similar to Operation Nightingale.
There appears to be a correlation between the veterans and the type of work they are carrying out. The thrill of the find and linking it to a life thousands of years ago and in the context of weapons finds the link is even stronger. Examining and relating to the battles that happened before helps to make a connection. But there is also the knowledge that they are helping to learn about the past, connect with it and preserve the knowledge for future generation, somehow helping to put their own lives into context.
Conclusion 
When Operation Nightingale first started out to support veterans in their healing journey, be it physical or mental, they could not have imagined that it would have had such a powerful impact giving it a life of its own and inspiring other ventures in this country and abroad. Conventional routes to mental health recovery have involved either medication or therapy which are limited in their capacity, what the project has helped to do is bridge the gap between the transition from military life to civilian life. They do not directly address the source of the issue, if a person is depressed because they are unable to find employment, giving them a depression pill does not solve the problem nor does just talking about it. What Operation Nightingale and other similar organisations have helps veterans forget their problems for a while and instead place their focus on the task at hand whilst at the same time learning new skills, building confidence. making new friends, being in community – all contributing towards thriving and recovery. With a hands-on approach veterans experience the job first hand; they gain confidence in performing the task and learning that they can do it which is not always achievable in a purely academic setting. They have access to people who care, empathise, and some who understand the environment they come from making it more accessible to them. 
[bookmark: _Int_F7r6ZbFl]Whilst it is applauded the great achievement that archaeology has done for veterans it has not been measured against other ventures that may be available.  A quick search on the internet reveals many charitable organisations that support veterans in many aspects of their lives such as medical, financial, support groups, sporting groups, social forums but without measurement it would be difficult to know whether archaeology is pioneering in their approach to helping veterans deal with and develop coping strategies for the action they have seen and the lifestyle they had become accustomed to to then have to adapt to civilian life which does not reflect a structure and familiarity they had known.  
In conclusion, Operation Nightingale has far outdone what it set out to do. Their success has been internationally inspirational which is great testimony to their success. They succeeded in creating a multi-faceted operation benefiting not only the veterans but creating public awareness and preservation of heritage for generations to come. 
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