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Foreword by Lambis Englezos, OA




The Battle of Fromelles is not distant, remote history, it is very tangible and very personal. There is a collective ownership of the burials at Fromelles, Pheasant Wood Military Cemetery. It is not blood-specific. A team effort of research and advocacy led to the confirmation and recovery of the soldiers of Pheasant Wood. I thank the Australian Army (Unrecovered War Casualties), the UK Ministry of Defence and Commonwealth War Graves Commission for having established and maintained a process that eventually delivered this wonderful result – dignity and identity for the soldiers of Pheasant Wood. Oxford Archaeology’s remarkable work of confirmation and recovery was delivered with professionalism and empathy. Their anthropologists examined the skeletal remains of our soldiers with respect and dignity.


We had the names of at least 1600 missing soldiers. Viable DNA was recovered from each soldier. Artefacts sometimes assisted with identification. However, it would be the application of clever science that would provide the best chance of identification. The dignity of individual burial was delivered in January 2010 by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission, and this was followed by the detective work, the science. The call went out across Australia, the UK and around the world to move forward, offer your family tree, nominate DNA providers to give your soldier his best chance of identification, especially, if the soldier was on the so-called German Death List. DNA donations have flooded in.


Through a process of investigation and science, building on the work of genealogists and historians, Margaret Cox, Peter Jones and Louise Loe, have driven a complex process of identification that they designed specifically for our soldiers. They have restored the names of 166 of our diggers and provided solace for their families. These brave soldiers have been restored to their families and to us. They are now in the custodial care of a village that will love and care for them. Margaret Cox, Peter Jones, Louise Loe and the Oxford Archaeology team, we thank you for your role in restoring our soldiers.
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Figure 1. Lambis Englezos at Pheasant Wood on 29 April 2008, before the site evaluation. (Courtesy of Chris Munro)
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INTRODUCTION










The Start of our Fromelles Journey






At the beginning of 2008, the three of us, Margaret Cox, Peter Jones and Louise Loe were all United Kingdom (UK)-based academics and practitioners busy with our respective careers. The commonality between us was having experience in exploring the lives and deaths of those living in the past, whether the distant past or that more recent. Our paths had occasionally crossed professionally but, despite our common interests, we all ploughed different furrows with different experience and spheres of expertise. By 2009, we would all be totally committed, professionally and personally, to a group of soldiers who gallantly lost their lives in July 1916 and who were buried close to Fromelles village in France. Our focus for the next 12 years would be the recovery and analysis of the bodies of these brave men, seeking to identify as many of them as possible by name. We are still committed to those men and their families, and remain honoured to have had the opportunity to engage with this unique project. The Fromelles’ story began before our involvement, and it is necessary to set the scene before we tell our story alongside that of some of the brave men who died in 1916.


Recent research into the location and identification of the missing soldiers from the Battle of Fromelles began in earnest at the turn of the century, and, for us and many families of the missing soldiers, it continues. Many accounts of this have been published, such as Peter Barton’s scholarly account and that of Tim Lycett and Sandra Playle, with its focus on the soldiers themselves. It is not our intention to replicate such texts, but rather to focus on those areas with which we have been involved – and the soldiers themselves.


Our Fromelles story began in the summer of 2008 when Margaret was invited by the UK Ministry of Defence (UK MoD) to talk to Jonathan Ironmonger and his colleagues at the Department of Veterans’ Affairs in London. They wanted advice about the possibility of excavating what appeared to be eight mass graves from World War I, located in northern France, five of which were likely to contain numerous bodies of British and Australian soldiers. A few months later, Peter joined the project team to advise on the use of DNA in human identification. Early in 2009, Oxford Archaeology (OA) was appointed to excavate 





 the graves forensically and scientifically and to undertake anthropological analysis of the human skeletal remains believed to be buried there.


In the spring of that year, Louise became OA’s project manager for the Fromelles Project. We have all been critically involved in and have overseen the excavation, analysis and identification of the 250 men who died in warfare in 1916 at the Battle of Fromelles. Very much a group effort, we have worked as part of a much larger team including members of the Australian Fromelles Project Group (ASFPG), which became Unrecovered War Casualties – Army (UWC-A), the Australian Army History Unit, the UK MoD’s Joint Casualties and Compassionate Centre (JCCC), LGC Forensics (LGC), Cellmark Orchid, and of course the Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC).


The loss of all these soldiers, whose burial place was unknown for almost a century, is something that humanity laments; that loss and lack of closure is even more poignant for their families. Our journey is told here for the first time and, along with aspects of some of the fallen soldiers’ stories, we believe this journey has the power to enthral and move us all. This book tells of the shared path which took us through a process of building upon the foundations of work done by others, of using established scientific methods and developing new approaches to achieving our goal of recovering the soldiers buried at Fromelles and identifying as many as possible. This project has set new and very high standards for the recovery and identification of historic war casualties and infused rigour into what had previously often been a haphazard and unscientific process.


The main period of fieldwork was carried out within extremely tight time constraints. The excavation and skeletal analysis were both undertaken from May to October of 2009 in challenging and occasionally potentially dangerous conditions. The first round of identifications took place from March to May 2010, and until 2019 the identification processes have been undertaken every year (except for 2015) in the weeks preceding Easter. This story tells how forensic science and DNA analysis, combined with archaeology, anthropology, and historical research, has enabled us to contribute to the identification of 166 soldiers who fought in France for the Australian Army and who died on 19 and 20 July 1916 close to Fromelles village. The location of their mortal remains was unknown until investigations into their whereabouts began in earnest in 2002.


This introduction sets the scene by outlining how this project evolved from enthusiasm and determination into a bilateral Australian/British project, where the work took place, and its overall aims and objectives.








Fromelles – the Place




Fromelles lies in the region of Nord-Pas-de-Calais in Northern France. The mass graves occupied an area of low and wet grassland on the south side, adjacent to an area of deciduous woodland known as Pheasant Wood. This woodland is situated on the northern edge of the village of Fromelles, which is located approximately 11 kilometres south of the French/Belgium border, 104 kilometres south-east of Calais, 22 kilometres west of Lille and 13 kilometres south of Armentières. It is very close to the village of Aubers, which was the scene of an equally bloody battle in 1915.
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Figure 2. Location map of Fromelles.






Today, Fromelles is a small, sleepy village with just over 300 dwellings. In 1915, it had 217. Virtually destroyed and depopulated during World War I, a new village slowly re-emerged, built partly from the debris of the old one and of the German defences. In the 1920s, the Canadian Army donated nine six-metre square prefabs, and evidence of these still survives. Similar destruction and rebuilding occurred after World War II.


Set in a largely flat and wet agricultural area, with a population today of around 900, Fromelles is little changed in that respect from the years preceding World War I. It has a church, rebuilt after the end of the war, a cafe, and a thriving village school. Its war-torn history is brought into sharp relief by the presence of the new Fromelles (Pheasant Wood) Military Cemetery, which was constructed by the CWGC and is located on the Rue de la Basse Ville, opposite the church and civil cemetery. This was designed to provide a suitable resting place for the 250 soldiers whose mortal remains were discovered and excavated from the mass graves near Pheasant Wood in 2009, and allows space for another 150 plus, should other bodies be discovered in the area in years to come. Adjacent to this is the new museum, the Musee de Bataille de Fromelles, built in 2014, which offers information and literature about the battle and describes the excavation and analysis of the soldiers’ remains. This replaced the collection of local World War I artefacts that used to be accommodated in a remarkable small museum established in 1988 by Martial Delebarre, which was housed on the second floor of the town hall and provided information on both the Battle of Fromelles and the Battle of Aubers Ridge (May 1915).


When visiting the fields to the south of Pheasant Wood for the first time in 2008, it was very hard to imagine that it had been the scene of such horrific and bloody battles as Aubers Ridge and Fromelles less than a century before. The site of the mass graves excavated in 2009 is a narrow strip of waterlogged land with a high water table. This is owned by the remarkable Madame Marie Paul Demaisset, who generously offered to donate this area to the CWGC. Until 2010, it was the focus of pilgrimage for some of the Fromelles families and today it remains a shrine to the lost soldiers, marked with a small plaque.


[image: ]


Figure 3. Waterlogged ground adjacent to Pheasant Wood.






The poorly drained soil means the area is prone to extensive seasonal waterlogging, often with standing surface water. The underlying geology is a clay and silt subsoil overlying blue Ypresian clay lying at about 2 metres below the ground surface, at an elevation of roughly 21 metres above sea level. The area is bordered by Pheasant Wood on one side and bounded by fields on all others.
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Figure 4. Aerial view of Fromelles village and its environs showing the new cemetery site and the compound. (Courtesy of the CWGC)


The immediate terrain is flat, but the land gently slopes upward towards Fromelles village. The higher area on which the village sits is part of the Aubers Ridge that extends for some kilometres to the southwest, and is 37 metres above sea level at its highest. Averaging at around 25 metres, it is about 4 metres higher than the surrounding land. This flat, low-lying area was nevertheless sufficiently high to make it tactically very important during periods of conflict. In 1914, the area was crisscrossed by drainage ditches constructed to help alleviate some of the wetness of the land. One of the largest of these, the Layes Brook (Riviere des Layes), was the main southwest-to-northeast ditch, bisecting both the German and Commonwealth front lines near the Sugar Loaf salient. This can still be seen at nearby VC Corner Australian Cemetery, a cemetery and memorial park commemorating the fallen Australian soldiers from the Battle of Fromelles. VC Corner Cemetery is just over 2 kilometres northwest of Fromelles on the road to Sailly.


Although once used to grow crops, the fields adjacent to Pheasant Wood are now considered too wet for arable use and had been given over to grassland and grazing before work first began on this site. The area is often shrouded in morning mists. It can be subject to torrential rains blowing in from the North Sea all year, as we often experienced in the summer and autumn of 2009.












The Human Cost of the Battle of Fromelles




The Fromelles Project is a consequence of modern concerns about the fate and rights of our missing war dead and concern for their families. Such concerns first emerged in the 1860s and have been formalised since. The Battle of Fromelles was fought near the German line and very close to the village on 19 to 20 July 1916. The human cost of the battle was very high.


The German Army at this time comprised the forces of each of the four German kingdoms: Prussia, Bavaria, Saxony and Würtemburg, each with its own war ministry keeping its own records. It was the Bavarians who fought at Fromelles. The British suffered almost 1500 casualties and the Australians almost 5300. German casualties were in the region of 1400. As at the Battle of Aubers Ridge, the only gain for the British was that they managed to reduce the number of enemy troops – but at a very high cost.








The Search for the Missing Soldiers




Given the horrendous loss of life at the Somme, Passchendaele and other World War I battles (Britain lost over 700,000 men, and Australia over 60,000), some may wonder why the Australians were so focussed on the missing men from this battle. Indeed, prior to 2008, we had never heard of it. While Fromelles was an unknown battle to most British, for the Australians it was an entirely different story. The Battle of Fromelles was their first engagement on the Western Front, and in just over 24 hours they suffered more than 5300 casualties, of whom 1780 were killed. This remains the most significant loss of life ever for Australia in a single action. Reflecting this, Fromelles – along with the Gallipoli campaign – became crucial elements of the nationalistic narrative that created the Anzac legend.


At the turn of the new millennium, a determined, retired Australian schoolteacher, Lambis Englezos (OA), became very concerned as to why so many of the Australian dead from this battle still had no known resting place. The efforts of him and his colleagues are described in considerable detail elsewhere (see Barton, 2014); what follows is a synopsis of that campaign, which was characterised by dogged determination and attrition.


VC Corner Australian Cemetery was where the bodies of those recovered by the No 27 Graves Registration Unit and the 48th and 84th Labour companies were interred in the spring of 1920. This complex includes the stark remains of four German blockhouses and the bronze statue ‘Don’t forget me, Cobber’, sculpted by Peter Corlett. This depicts the heroism of Sergeant Simon Fraser of the 57th Battalion, who repeatedly went back to recover the wounded from No Man’s Land and it remains an enduring image of the aftermath of the battle and the heroic rescue of the wounded.


The white limestone memorial wall at VC Corner is inscribed with a roll of honour listing the names of 1294 of the 1780 Australian soldiers who died fighting for the British Army, and the cemetery is the final resting place of 410 of these unidentified men. The memorial wall records the names of those Australians from Fromelles who have no known grave. Similarly, there are 326 British soldiers from this battle whose final resting place remains unknown but 





whose location is likely to be nearby. It is believed that another 1136 Fromelles’ British and dominion dead are buried at other nearby CWGC cemeteries.


These Fromelles soldiers with no known grave were the genesis of the Fromelles Project. Lambis and his colleagues were determined to try and find them, and they undertook research that yielded tantalising clues. One of the final pieces of the puzzle was revealed when contemporary aerial photographs were discovered showing the location of eight features, likely to be mass graves. These were taken by the British Royal Air Force in July, August and September of 1916 and are held at the Imperial War Museum, London. Interestingly, these show the presence of eight rectangular features, dug in two lines of four, along the southern border of Pheasant Wood. Of importance, these were not present on aerial photographs taken in the spring and early summer of that year. One photograph dated 16 September 1918 showed that three of the features were still open.
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Figure 5. Composite of aerial photographs of the mass graves adjacent to Pheasant Wood. (Images from AWM composite courtesy of John Fielding)


Other evidence that pointed to the existence of the graves in this area includes references to mass graves of Australian and British dead behind German lines in Private Bill Barry's (29th Battalion) memoirs and in letters written by Charles Bean to Leslie Chinner about his missing brother, Lieutenant Eric Chinner, who had died in this battle and was identified in 2010. In addition, records of the International Red Cross on the burial place of Lieutenant Jack Bowden and Lieutenant Robert David Burns also refer to mass graves at Pheasant Wood. For some reason, these clues were not picked up or explored further at the time. We can only speculate as to the reasons, but fatigue and the extreme difficulties encountered by the Australian Grave Recovery Units were probably a factor. This issue has been explored in depth by Mirianne van Velzen (2018).
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Figure 6. Headstone of Lieutenant Eric Chinner. (Courtesy of Andrew Guest)


Lambis’ work and detailed research first became public in 2003, and many others subsequently became involved in the search. Recovering Overseas Australian Missing Inc. was established, and they also applied pressure for action to be taken. The Australian Army History Unit (AAHU) investigated these claims and reviewed the evidence several times. Suggestions were made that the missing soldiers lay beside Pheasant Wood, but the Australian Senate rejected these in July 2003, and in February 2004 they were rejected again by the Office of Australian War Graves. Undeterred, Lambis and his like-minded colleagues persisted with their cause and in 2006, the AAHU commissioned British historian Peter Barton to undertake research 





on the Bavarian kingdom’s records held at Munich's Hauptstaatsarchiv Krieksarchiv, which he did most thoroughly. The most compelling historical evidence of the graves' existence was in two documents held in these archives. The first document records the orders of Major General von Braun of the Bavarian Division to his men on 21 July 1916, which details instructions for burying both the English dead (‘English’ is believed to refer to Australians and British) in mass graves south of Fasanen-Wäldchen. This important discovery was made by Dr Lothar Saupe in 2006. In the second document, an entry for 21 July records the digging of mass graves at Pheasant Wood for the enemy dead.


An important meeting was held on December 2006, where the new information was presented. This strongly suggested that any such graves would be the resting places of both Australian and British casualties. This proved crucial. The evidence demonstrated that in the days following the battle, the Australian and British sent parties of men into No Man's Land, still under fire, to rescue the wounded and recover some of their dead. Despite their best efforts, they left behind the bodies of those who had died near or behind the German front line, particularly in two saps dug by the British between the two front lines, which contained many bodies. Those left behind were gathered up by the Germans along with their dead, separated according to whether they were German or Commonwealth forces (in an area that became known as the separating ground) and were buried behind German lines.
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Figure 7. Two contemporary images of a mass grave being dug by a German burial party in WWI, one with officers watching, one without.


On the orders of von Braun, some of the bodies were conveyed by a light railway (known by the Germans as the Turkenbahn) approximately 800 metres from the separating ground through the southwestern corner of Pheasant Wood to an area south of Pheasant Wood and beyond. Aerial photographs suggested that the burials were complete by the end of August. Unfortunately, no definitive list of those buried at Pheasant Wood was found, but Barton found incredible detail referring to how the Germans dealt with the enemy dead. Included are instructions to remove all personal and military papers which were to be sent to the Divisional Intelligence Officer, Captain Lübcke, and non-military personal items, including those relevant to identification, to be sent to the Red Cross in Geneva, to be returned to families. This approach to personal-effect recovery and collection corresponded to that advocated by Fabian Ware, who worked initially for the British Red Cross, in his pamphlet written in 1916 for British use on the Burial of Soldiers.
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Figure 8. Contemporary image of the German tramway used to transport bodies to burial sites.


In 2007, the Australian Department of Defence commissioned Glasgow University Archaeological Research Division (GUARD), specialists in battlefield archaeology, to undertake a non-invasive archaeological survey that involves no excavation on the strip of land adjacent to Pheasant Wood. This included topographic survey, geophysical (including ground-penetrating radar – see Appendix A) and metal-detector surveys, which confirmed the existence of eight anomalies coinciding with those visible on the early 20th-century aerial photographs.


Documentary research did not find any evidence that there had been any postwar investigation of these possible grave sites or that any bodies had been recovered from them and reburied at any stage in the years following the end of the war. This all indicated that the soldiers’ graves had not been disturbed and the men were still buried there. At the time of this exploration, a Shire of Alberton medallion belonging to Private Henry Willis was found using a metal detector on the gravesite. These medals were given to the young soldiers leaving to fight by the community of Alberton, Victoria between November 1915 and May 1916, along with a card expressing the hope that they would be seen again wearing their medals. Private Harry Willis was identified in 2010.


In 2008, GUARD was again commissioned by the Australian Department of Defence to undertake further work. This time, the aim was to undertake an archaeological evaluation of the site to clarify what is indicated by the documentary and photographic research and exploration by geophysics, which can include some excavation. The aims in this case were to estimate the number of individuals present in the graves, assess their condition, verify their nationality, assess the potential for their identification and to consider the feasibility of removing them. Small test trenches and pits known as sondages, covering 16 per cent of the total area of the graves, were hand-excavated down to and through the human skeletons to the bottom of the grave. This approach to mass-grave evaluation confirmed the presence of large numbers of burials with evidence of both Australian and British soldiers. It also 





concluded that the skeletons were those of soldiers who had fought and died in the Battle of Fromelles and had subsequently been buried by the Germans in late July 1916. No evidence for burials was found in graves seven and eight and grave six was found to contain only three burials in the western end. The evaluation concluded that the graves could contain the bodies of up to 400 soldiers, though it is conceivable that the mention of this figure in the Bavarian records might have influenced this estimate.
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