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The First World War resulted in an unprecedented number of casualties on both sides of the 

divide. Soldiers were buried on the battlefields in their thousands in individual and mass graves, 

often where they fell. If they were lucky a simple cross or marker with their details may have 

been erected to mark the location, but not all were so lucky. Due to the nature of trench and 

siege battle, the remains of many fallen soldiers were lost when trenches or tunnels collapsed, 

or were rendered unrecognisable from artillery and grenades. The Commonwealth War Graves 

Commission (CWGC) was initially designed to record, memorialise, and maintain the graves 

of Commonwealth soldiers who died in World War 1 and 2. This paper discusses the role of the 

CWGC in the forensic identification and memorialisation of the missing and unknown 

casualties of WW1. 

 

 

‘They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old; 

Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn. 

At the going down of the sun and in the morning 

We will remember them.’1-2  

 

World War 1 lasted for just over four years, between August 1914 and November 1918, 

and the 100 year anniversary of the 1918 armistice is fast approaching. In that short 

span of time,  the loss of life on both sides of the war was catastrophic. There were 

approximately 9.72 million military deaths (5.7 million from the allied forces; 4.02 

million from the central powers), 8.87 million civilian deaths (3.67 million allied; 5.2 

million central powers), and 21.22 million military wounded (12.8 million allied; 8.42 

million central powers).3 Australia joined the war as part of the British Empire and the 

allied forces, despite being geographically isolated from Europe.  Of the 416,809 

enlisted Australian soldiers, 60,000 were killed and 156,000 were wounded, gassed, or 

taken prisoner.4  As a result of the unprecedented loss of life, soldiers were buried on 

                                                           
1 Lawrence Binyon, ‘For the Fallen’, Poetry Foundation, 13-16, 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/57322/for-the-fallen, (accessed 4 February 2018). 
2  The Australian Army, The Ode, https://www.army.gov.au/our-history/traditions/the-ode, 2016, 

(accessed 18 June 2017). 
3 Encyclopaedia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I/Killed-wounded-and-

missing, (accessed 4 February 2018). 
4 Australian War Memorial, 'Australians at War', First World War 1914-18, 

https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/atwar/first-world-war, n.d., (accessed 14 January 2018). 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/57322/for-the-fallen
https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I/Killed-wounded-and-missing
https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I/Killed-wounded-and-missing
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the battlefields en masse, in individual and mass graves by either their fellow soldiers 

or their enemies. If they were lucky the location of the burial may have been recorded 

and their death commemorated with a grave marker or a funeral, but not all were that 

lucky. The physical remains of many fallen soldiers were often lost in the collapsing 

landscape, or there was nothing left to recover after the damage from artillery fire and 

grenades. The Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC) was created to deal 

with the constant demand for burials, and was mandated with recording, 

memorialising, and maintaining the graves of Commonwealth soldiers who died in 

WW1, and later WW2. The Commission has also been responsible for the 

commemoration of missing/unknown war dead through memorials to the missing. In 

more recent times, the CWGC has also played a role in the identification of WW1 

soldiers exhumed during archaeological excavation. This paper will discuss the role of 

the CWGC in relation to the forensic identification and memorialisation of missing and 

unknown casualties of WW1, and will discuss the importance of memory to the 

mandated role of the CWGC. The paper will examine how the act of exhumation and 

identification, as overseen and commissioned by the CWGC, is an act of memory that 

facilitates personal connections and emotional resonance with the past. 

1. The Commonwealth War Graves Commission: an overview 

 

Prior to the commencement of WW1, the responsibility for the burial of soldiers lay 

with their fellows within the unit. The British Expeditionary Force was expected to 

bury the bodies of fallen soldiers with all due care within local cemeteries.5 It was the 

responsibility of commanding officers and army chaplains to keep a record of deaths 

and the subsequent burials. However, during WW1 it soon became apparent that this 

was untenable, as the loss of life reached unprecedented numbers. The Red Cross 

Burial Unit was founded by Sir Fabian Ware to assist with the location of bodies, the 

marking of war graves, and the development of military cemeteries where the large 

numbers of dead could be buried.6 The unit worked systematically, organising the area 

into marked zones spanning the battlefront and behind the lines. Available soldiers 

and labourers would be co-opted as needed into Graves Registration Units, who 

would retrieve the bodies of the fallen, mark graves, and bury the dead within these 

marked zones.7 All graves were to be marked with a cross or other religious symbol (if 

faith known), and these markers would record the identity of the deceased soldier, 

including their name, rank, serial number, and date of death.8  The unit was officially 

established by Royal Charter on 21 May 1917 as the Imperial War Graves Commission. 

It was later renamed in 1960 to become the Commonwealth War Graves Commission.9 

 The main mandate of the CWGC is to commemorate those who died either in 

service or of causes attributable to service, during the First and Second World Wars. 

The CWGC is also mandated with the care of the graves and memorials of 

                                                           
5 R. Wilson, 'The Burial of the Dead: the British Army on the Western Front, 1914-18', War & Society, vol. 

31, no. 1, 2012, p. 28. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 CWGC, About Us, http://www.cwgc.org/about-us.aspx, n.d, (accessed 7 June 2017).  
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Commonwealth servicemen and women who died in the two world wars, in 

perpetuity.  As Winter states:  

 

‘Twentieth century warfare democratized bereavement. Previously armies were 

composed of mercenaries, volunteers and professionals. After 1914, Everyman 

went to war. The social incidence of war losses was thereby transformed. In 

Britain, France, and Germany, virtually every household had lost someone – a 

father, a son, a brother, a cousin, a friend. Given the nature of static warfare on 

the Western front, many – perhaps half – of those killed had no known grave. 

Consequently commemorative forms highlighted names above all. The names of 

the dead were all that remained of them, and chiselled in stone or etched on 

plaques, these names were the foci of public commemoration both on the local 

and the national scale.’10 

 

Commemoration of the missing soldiers and unknown deceased soldiers is one of the 

roles of the CWGC. The names of approximately 760,000 missing people who have 

died in service are commemorated on memorials to the missing.11 Some of these 

individuals may in fact be part of the unknown deceased, for whom no body was able 

to be definitively identified. The largest of such memorials is the Thiepval Memorial 

in France, which commemorates over 72,000 casualties from the Somme. At this 

memorial the names of the missing wrap around the memorial, in what seems like a 

never ending list. In total the CWGC cares for the graves of more than 935,000 

identified and almost 212,000 unidentified individuals from Commonwealth 

countries.12 The CWGC also maintains approximately 40,000 war graves of other 

nationalities. The CWGC is an intergovernmental agency which is funded through 

contributions from its member states: United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, New 

Zealand, India, and South Africa.13 As with any agency it is limited in what it can do 

by the constraints of its funding.   

 The CWGC works closely with other agencies such as the Joint Casualty and 

Compassionate Centre (JCCC), and commissions private archaeological firms and 

national and international laboratories in order to identify the remains of exhumed 

soldiers. The historical casework team of the Joint Casualty and Compassionate Centre 

investigates finds of human remains from historic battlefields, using historical records 

and diaries, along with any potentially identifying artefacts obtained during the 

exhumation in order to narrow the potential pool of identities for the remains (such as 

was performed in Beaucamps-Ligny, which I discuss in case study 2).14 The JCCC and 

the CWGC work together to trace descendants of identified soldiers and organise for 

close relatives to attend the funeral service or memorial. 

 

                                                           
10 Jay Winter, 'Sites of Memory and the Shadow of War', in A. Erll, A. Nünning, and S. Young (eds), 

Cultural Memory Studies: An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, Berlin, De Gruyter, 2010, p. 68 
11 CWGC. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 UK Ministry of Defence, A guide to the Joint Casualty and Compassionate Centre, pamphlet, Telford, 2017, 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/616583/JCCC_leaflet_10

_16-shrunk.pdf , (accessed 8 February 2018). 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/616583/JCCC_leaflet_10_16-shrunk.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/616583/JCCC_leaflet_10_16-shrunk.pdf
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The CWGC has also been responsible for locating cemetery space and reburying the 

remains of previously unknown or missing Commonwealth soldiers identified during 

various archaeological excavations in the post-war period. While for the most part, 

these soldiers have been exhumed and reinterred in existing local or CWGC cemeteries 

nearby, the excavations at Pheasant Wood in Fromelles (discussed in case study 1) 

resulted in the exhumation of a large number of individuals requiring a completely 

new cemetery to be made, which was dedicated in 2010.15 

 

2. Memorials to the Missing 

In many cases bodies of fallen soldiers were destroyed or lost due to the inherent 

nature of trench warfare. Trenches and tunnels would collapse, or bodies were 

destroyed from artillery and grenades.16  If bodies could be recovered they were often 

unidentifiable, leading to burials of ‘unknown’ soldiers usually marked as ‘known 

unto God’.  Sidney Rogerson, an officer in the 2nd Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment 

stated, ‘men do not easily or soon throw off the shock of seeing all that could be found 

of their comrades carried down for burial in one ground sheet’.17  Sometimes there was 

no body to bury at all, and the soldier would be counted as ‘missing’. It was very 

important for the morale of the soldiers at a time when the casualty rates were 

extremely high, to know that whatever happened to their physical remains, they 

would still be remembered and their service and sacrifice would be honoured. 

Therefore, to memorialise those soldiers for whom no remains could be identified, the 

CWGC constructed large memorials to the missing, such as the Thiepval Memorial to 

the Missing of the Somme. These memorials carry the names of the missing, and 

provide a site of memory where the living can commemorate the dead without a 

physical grave present.18 They are also a stark reminder of the scale of the loss of life 

in warfare with a list of thousands of names covering the memorial. On the occasion 

where previously lost burial sites are found and remains within are identified, the 

names of the identified soldiers are removed from the memorial, as they are no longer 

considered missing and will be commemorated instead at their place of burial (or 

reburial as the case may be).  

 

3. Archaeological excavation and forensic identification of unknown or missing 

soldiers 

 

As is the case with much of the archaeological material of Europe, missing or forgotten 

burials from WW1 have been stumbled upon during the course of farming and 

construction work. However, they can also be located through dedicated historical 

research and located during archaeological surveys. This paper will discuss two case 

studies in which the CWGC had a role in memory making; the significance of these 

will be explored further in the discussion (Section 5). The first case study presented 

will be Pheasant Wood at Fromelles where previously unknown mass graves 

                                                           
15 CWGC. 
16 Wilson, p. 31. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Winter. 
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containing the remains of over two hundred soldiers were located through the efforts 

of amateur historians and geophysical survey, and the second from Beaucamps-Ligny 

where a mass burial was found by workers undertaking construction work.  

 

a. Case study 1: Fromelles 

 

The Battle at Fromelles is remembered as one of the biggest disasters of WW1 for the 

Australian Army, in a single night, the Battle resulted in almost one-fifth the number 

of casualties accrued over the nearly year-long Gallipoli campaign.19 The battle 

involved soldiers of the 5th Division Australian Imperial Force (AIF), and the 61st 

Division of the British forces, against the 16th Bavarian Reserve Regiment. The aim of 

the engagement was to prevent the German forces from providing reinforcement to 

the Somme, approximately 50 miles away. It was an abject failure. Between 6pm on 

the 19th July 1916 and 8am on the 20th July 1916 the Australian forces had reached 5533 

casualties, with an estimate of 1780 dead.20-21  The British dead numbered at 503, while 

the German losses amounted to approximately 100. A number of the allied soldiers 

had fallen behind enemy lines, and their bodies had not been recovered by the 

retreating Allied forces. According to German military records, the remains of these 

soldiers were collected by the German forces and buried in mass graves behind the 

German lines.22 

 It was long thought that the recovery teams of the Graves Unit that had been 

working in the area had recovered all the remains from Fromelles after the armistice 

in 1918. The remains that were recovered by these teams were buried at the original 

CWGC commemorative site for Fromelles, known as VC Corner.23 However, a team 

led by Australian amateur historian Lambis Englezos discovered a discrepancy in the 

numbers of bodies recovered and, through a search of WW1 aerial photographs and 

written records, uncovered the evidence of some mass graves located behind the 

German lines.24 In particular, a historic photograph taken from a British plane on 29th 

July 1916 (nine days after the engagement ended) clearly shows eight pits, dug in two 

parallel lines just behind Pheasant Wood, over a mile behind the German lines.25 By 

the time of the photograph, five of the pits appeared to have been backfilled. Other 

photographs from 1918 also show the three empty pits, and shadows which could be 

the backfilled pits (see Figure 1). A translated letter from the German Red Cross about 

the location of an Australian soldier led to the possibility of these pits as mass graves:  

 

It may be assumed that possibly Lieutenant Bowden was buried in one of the 

five British collective graves before the Fasanen Wäldchen (Pheasant Wood) near 

                                                           
19 P. Lindsay, Fromelles: The Story of Australia's Darkest Day the Search for Our Fallen Heroes of World War 

One, Hardie Grant Books, 2007 
20 Jackie Leach Scully and Rachel Woodward, 'Naming the unknown of Fromelles: DNA profiling, ethics 

and the identification of First World War bodies', Journal of War & Culture Studies, vol. 5, no. 1, 2012. 
21 P. Cobb, Fromelles 1916, Stroud, The History Press, 2007. 
22 Lindsay. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Tony Pollard, 'Digging hallowed ground', Wartime vol. 44, 2008. 
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Fromelles, or in the collective grave (No. 1 M.4.3) in the Military Cemetery at 

Fournes.26 

 

There was also mention of mass graves behind the German lines near Pheasant Wood 

in extracts from the 21 Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment (21BRIR) war diaries in the 

Regimental History of the Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiments, where they stated: 

‘July 20 1916…for the fallen enemies we are preparing mass graves behind Fasanen-

Wäldchen [Pheasant Wood]’.27 A comparison of the honours roll of the missing to the 

German death lists reported to the Red Cross resulted in a figure of 161 soldiers who 

could have been buried at Pheasant Wood.28 

 

 
Figure 1. Cropped inset from an aerial photograph of Pheasant Wood showing three 

unfilled pits (circled) behind the wood (Imperial War Museum, BOX 294-119-

42HAB-36N-1918).  

This evidence was, after significant media attention, presented to a panel of 

investigation who determined that while there was evidence to suggest there had been 

mass graves at Pheasant Wood, there was insufficient evidence that the remains of the 

missing soldiers had not been collected by the Graves Unit during the armistice.29 

However, with increased public pressure, and facing the possibility of a privately run 

investigation of the area, the Australian Army approved a geophysical survey 

(including metal detection) of the area shown in the aerial photographs, which led to 

                                                           
26 Lindsay, p. 218. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
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the identification of Australian medallions close to the designated pits.30 One bore the 

letters AIF (Australian Imperial Forces), and the other the ANZAC (Australian and 

New Zealand Army Corps) insignia.31 As these pits were over a kilometre north from 

the battlefield and located behind the German lines that the allied forces had been 

unable to breach, the medallions provided strong corroborative evidence that 

Australian casualties – either wounded or dead – had been brought to this area.32 This 

was followed by the identification of British General Service buttons near other pits.33 

Importantly, the AIF medal had been issued in the Shire of Alberton, from which only 

one of the missing originated, one Private Henry ‘Harry’ Victor Willis.34 An 

exploratory excavation confirmed that the site contained between 200 and 400 human 

remains. Subsequently, with joint funding from the Australian and British 

governments, a full archaeological excavation of the pits in 2009 by a team from Oxford 

Archaeology uncovered the remains of 250 allied soldiers, with associated artefacts 

such as buttons, medallions, and bibles.35 The German forces had removed all identity 

discs and most other identifying personal objects to be sent back to families of the 

deceased through the International Red Cross.36  

 The remains were assessed by specialists in human osteology (such as 

bioarchaeologists and forensic anthropologists) who were able to provide information 

which could be used to narrow down a possible identification for the soldiers based 

on factors such as estimates of age, height, ancestry, and evidence of past injuries. 

These were completed though analysis of various markers of skeletal development, 

degeneration and sexual dimorphism, metric measurements of bone lengths and 

widths, comparisons of dentition patterns to military and civilian dental records, and 

comparison of facial reconstructions  to documented photographs.37 For example, an 

anthropological assessment may indicate that the particular set of remains being 

assessed belonged to a male, between 16-24 years of age, who had an approximate 

height of 5’2” to 5’5”. Thus, via comparison to the military records of the missing 

soldiers, which record height and given age (although age was not always accurately 

reported), the investigators could exclude the identities of soldiers who were taller 

than 5’5” and older than 24 years of age, thus narrowing down the possible pool of 

identities.  

 DNA was also extracted, where possible, from extracted bone and teeth 

samples. The CWGC invited any living relatives of missing soldiers from the Battle of 

Fromelles to contact them to aid in the identification of the soldiers.  DNA matching 

between confirmed relatives and the extracted DNA from the excavated remains of 

the soldiers was undertaken. From this work, 144 of the 250 remains had been 

identified by mid-2015.38 The CWGC constructed a new cemetery for the reburial of 

                                                           
30 Ibid.; Pollard.  
31 Pollard. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Lindsay, p. 352. 
35 Scully and Woodward. 
36 Department of Veterans’Affairs, Fromelles (Pheasant Wood) Military Cemetery – Exhumation and 

identification, https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/history/conflicts/australians-western-front-

19141918/australian-remembrance-trail/vc-9, 2015, (accessed 14 January 2018). 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
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the exhumed remains, located in the village of Fromelles, which was officially opened 

in 2010, with the first soldier buried in February, and the last buried in July 2010 at the 

dedication ceremony.39 

 

b. Case Study 2: Beaucamps-Ligny 

 

During September and October 1914, the famous ‘race to the sea’ took place between 

the opposing armed forces.40 According to the war diary of the 2nd York and Lancaster 

regiment (Y&L), on the 18th October the Battalion was ordered to advance and take 

the village of Radinghem.41 The village was captured, and the advancing Battalion 

came under heavy fire after advancing past the Radinghem-Fromelles road and were 

forced to entrench or retreat back to the road.  Marden's History of the 6th Division 

provides a small snippet of information:  

‘...the situation was saved by Major Bayley's company of the Y&L, which had 

worked round on the left and threatened the flank of the [German] counter attack 

which thereon withdrew’.42  

The war diary for this period recorded a total of 13 dead, 93 wounded, and 27 missing, 

however some of the missing must have been subsequently accounted for as the 

CWGC records the battalion’s total fatalities for the 18th and 19th October to be 34.43 

In October 2009, while excavating for a building project between the villages of 

Radinghem and Beaucamps-Ligny in northern France, workers uncovered previously 

unknown human skeletal material and the police were called.44 Once the remains had 

been identified as being from the WW1 era and not a modern forensic case, 

exhumation was performed, and the bodies were kept by the CWGC in Beaurains. 

During the exhumation workers uncovered the skeletal remains of 15 men along with 

their personal effects. These personal effects included toothbrushes, clothing, boots, 

bibles, and brass buttons.45 The buttons in particular were a crucial find as they bore 

the insignia of the York and Lancaster Regiment. This was important, as very few 

soldiers from this regiment were listed as missing. As mentioned earlier, the CWGC 

only recorded 34 fatalities for this regiment during the battle that had occurred in and 

around the village of Radinghem, close to where the bodies were located.  This 

provided researchers from the historical unit of the Joint Casualty and Compassionate 

Centre a very narrow pool of possible identities, and they contacted known relatives 

                                                           
39 Scully and Woodward. 
40   ‘Bois-Grenier: quinze soldats tombés en 1914 inhumés au Y Farm cemetery’, La Voix du Nord, 21 

October 2014, http://www.lavoixdunord.fr/archive/d-20141021-35V6UN, (accessed 14 January 2018). 
41 The National Archives, Public Record Office (PRO) WO 95/1610: The war diary of the 2/Y&L 1914-1918, 

edited, n.d. 
42 TO. Marden, A Short History of the Sixth Division, London Hugh Rees, Ltd, 1920, p. 8. 
43 La Voix du Nord.  
44 Ibid. 
45 James Rush, 'The battle to identify the unknown soldiers of WWI: How finding a descendant of one of 

15 young men killed in France in 1914 could lead to military funerals 99 years on', Daily Mail Australia, 

11 June 2013 2013, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2339583/The-battle-identify-unknown-

soldiers-WWI-How-finding-descendant-15-young-men-killed-France-1914-lead-military-funerals-99-

years-on.html, (accessed 7 June 2017). 

http://www.lavoixdunord.fr/archive/d-20141021-35V6UN
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2339583/The-battle-identify-unknown-soldiers-WWI-How-finding-descendant-15-young-men-killed-France-1914-lead-military-funerals-99-years-on.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2339583/The-battle-identify-unknown-soldiers-WWI-How-finding-descendant-15-young-men-killed-France-1914-lead-military-funerals-99-years-on.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2339583/The-battle-identify-unknown-soldiers-WWI-How-finding-descendant-15-young-men-killed-France-1914-lead-military-funerals-99-years-on.html
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of missing soldiers from this regiment for DNA matching. As a result, 11 of the 15 

soldiers were able to be definitively identified through DNA matching.  It is important 

to note that DNA is not always able to be extracted, and DNA matching relies on 

comparison with living descendants; if no such descendant existed then matching was 

not possible. The 15 soldiers were re-interred at Y Farm Military Cemetery in Bois-

Grenier nearby, an existing CWGC cemetery, at a ceremony and burial service on 22 

October 2014 which was widely publicised.46 

 

4. Discussion 

Sites of memory such as battlefields, CWGC cemeteries, and memorials, are points of 

reference for a broader narrative constructed around the events of WW1, which now 

exist only in collective memory, as the individuals with first-hand experience have 

since passed on.47 From this author’s own perspective as younger Australian, this 

narrative is shaped not only by my own experiences, or those of my family who were 

involved on both sides of the war, but also by having near instant access to the different 

narratives of history through the internet. My perspective of the war is shaped by the 

dichotomy of the instilled social norm of honouring the sacrifice of the fallen that died 

to defend our country, juxtaposed against a growing sense of the conflict as a tragic 

and unnecessary waste of life in a war that Australia should not have been in, due to 

its geographic isolation from Europe. However, it is widely known that at the 

commencement of WW1 many young men, viewing the conflict with enthusiasm, lied 

about their age in order to enlist,. There remained the idea of the glory of war, and the 

respect given to those who made the ultimate sacrifice.  For them, it was a chance to 

fight for not only their country, but for the British Empire, of which Australia was a 

part, and it was a source of pride for many families, my own included. Thus, as this 

narrative evolves from what it was, to what it is viewed as today, the commemoration 

becomes not merely a point of respect to the military and an act of honouring a noble 

sacrifice for one’s country, but a grim reminder of our past mistakes as a society and a 

warning for future generations not to repeat them.  

 The two case studies presented in this paper were chosen due to the overseer 

role of the CWGC in the forensic identification and subsequent memorialisation of the 

rediscovered and identified soldiers. In the case of Fromelles, the CWGC 

commissioned and supervised the excavation of the burial pits on behalf of the 

Australian and British governments, and was responsible for the construction of the 

Fromelles (Pheasant Wood) military cemetery, where the 250 sets of remains exhumed 

during the excavation of the mass burial pits were reinterred at a military service. In 

the case of Beaucamps-Ligny, the CWGC was responsible for overseeing the 

exhumation and for contacting relatives (in conjunction with the Joint Casualty and 

Compassionate Centre) of the named missing soldiers from the war diary records of 

the 2nd York and Lancaster regiment. They were able to identify 11 of the 15 sets of 

remains based on DNA matching, and all of the remains were reinterred in a military 

service at the CWGC cemetery nearby, which was attended by military veterans, 

                                                           
46 BBC News, 'WW1 British soldiers' remains reinterred 100 years after death', BBCNews, 2011, 

http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-lancashire-29696541, (accessed 7 June 2017). 
47 Winter, p. 62. 

http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-lancashire-29696541
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current members of the Yorkshire regiment, and descendants of the identified soldiers. 

These two case studies show that while the CWGC’s ongoing role is one of 

commemoration and memorialisation through the production and maintenance of 

cemeteries as sites of memory, there is also a significant role played in the exhumation 

and identification of soldiers. 

 Any discussion of the significance of the CWGC’s role must also pose the 

following question: Why is it important to our society, that war and the war dead be 

memorialised and receive a ‘proper’ burial? Wilson states in his paper on the British 

Army’s burial of the dead on the Western Front that ‘the significance of a burial for 

comrades is palpable within soldiers’ accounts’.48 To quote Lieutenant S. H. Burt, ‘[a 

proper burial was] the least one can do for a comrade who has gone west’. 49 The act 

of burying a comrade in arms, whilst gruesome and generally despised by soldiers, 

had significance. Private Bill Barry of the 29th Battalion recounted what he had seen 

when wounded and taken prisoner by German forces: ‘I was sitting on the edge of a 

hole about forty feet long, twenty feet wide and fifteen feet deep and into this hole the 

dead were being thrown without any fuss or respect’.50 From his account it is clear that 

a proper burial was important as a marker of respect, and his personal perception of 

the actions of the German soldiers to “throw” the bodies of the deceased Allied 

soldiers into a mass grave without ceremony, were akin in his mind to someone 

throwing out their rubbish, however biased this view may be. In contrast, a perceived 

proper burial showed a respect for the fallen, and in a situation where any soldier 

could be the next to fall, there was likely an element of thinking that you should treat 

the remains of a fellow soldier how you would like to be treated if and when it is your 

time.51 The ritual of a burial and if possible a funeral service may have allowed a 

semblance of normality, in what from all accounts was an utterly hellish atmosphere.  

 The role of the CGWC in the exhumation and forensic identification of the dead 

is equally important, as the act of identifying the deceased soldiers is an act of memory 

in itself, in addition to a social marker of respect and honour. It is explicitly stated in 

the Ode to the Fallen which is recited on ANZAC Day and Remembrance Day that ‘we 

will remember them’. By continuing to support efforts to locate and identify missing 

war dead, and through the act of maintaining military cemeteries, the CWGC as an 

entity highlights the social importance placed on the memory of war, and the memory 

of the soldiers lost in war to our society.  Winter states:  

Public commemoration lasts when it draws about overlaps between national 

history and family history…This is what enables people born long after wars and 

revolutions to commemorate them as essential parts of their own lives.52   

The act of identifying missing soldiers, whether through using DNA from their 

relatives or through other physical means, draws this direct link between national 

history and family history. By publicising the stories of identified soldiers and their 

families, the media was able to share this link with the wider audience. This overlap 
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between national and family history was also a driving factor in the public push for 

the excavations at Fromelles.53 It started with a group of amateur historians, some of 

whom had familial connections to the fallen at Fromelles, others who had general 

interest or a connection through the community to veterans or to family of the fallen. 

When the story was taken to the media, it caught public interest in Australia.  There is 

a social sense of pride and respect for our military servicemen in Australia, as is 

evidenced by the mass attendance at ANZAC and Remembrance Day celebrations, 

although this may not be shared by the entire community.54 Marjorie Whitford, the 

niece of Private Henry ‘Harry’ Victor Willis, the soldier whose AIF pin was found 

during the geophysical survey at Fromelles, was aged 93 when the remains of her 

uncle were excavated and identified. Her emotional response to his identification was 

moving, and she stated in an interview:  

I am extremely happy that they have identified Harry … We never, ever forgot 

him and it was so awfully hard to grow up without him. I am so glad, so glad, 

they found him.55  

It is clear that despite never having met her uncle, his absence from her life and from 

her family was keenly felt, and that the significance of the identification of his remains 

had a palpable effect. Perhaps even more emotionally evocative, is the inscription on 

Private Willis’ grave marker, featuring the epitaph which had been written by his grief 

stricken mother in 1918, in the event his remains were ever found. It simply states; 

‘Beloved son of John and Janet Willis of Alberton, Victoria’.56 

 The act of physically identifying the missing, as commissioned and overseen 

by the CWGC, also puts a personal face on a conflict that most alive today have only 

experienced through popular culture or perhaps learnt about at school or university. 

As Englezos stated; ‘It would be wonderful if visitors could see those who rest here 

[Pheasant Wood] as real people with faces and families, rather than names carved into 

stone’.57 The act of putting a face on the conflict can create a personal resonance, as the 

community identifies with aspects of the identified soldiers – be it that they remind 

them of someone they know, or that they share things in common. A photograph of a 

fallen soldier displayed on the television, in an article, or in a museum, may remind 

the viewer of themselves, or a son, a brother, a lover, or a friend. Seeing that image 

evokes an emotional response, as the viewer places either themselves or their loved 

ones in the role of the soldier and thinks – what if? This sympathetic response is, in 

this author’s opinion, part of what informs the social importance of commemorating 

war. It forms a connection between the viewer and the soldier, and the site of memory.  

Finally, we should consider the fact that the last WW1 veteran who served in combat 

passed away in 2011. The memory of what they experienced during WW1 is held now 

                                                           
53 Lindsay, p. 218. 
54 ABC News, ‘Anzac Day dawn services, marches held across the country on day of remembrance’, 

ABC News, 25 April 2017, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-04-25/anzac-day-dawn-services-held-in-

gallipoli-australia-new-zealand/8468178, (accessed 8 February 2018).  
55 Paola  Totaro, Bridie Smith, and Adrian Lowe, 'Private Willis identified, not forgotten', Sydney 

Morning Herald2010, http://www.smh.com.au/national/private-willis-identified-not-forgotten-20100316-

qcl1.html, (accessed 26 June 2017). 
56 Ibid. 
57 Lindsay, p. 340. 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-04-25/anzac-day-dawn-services-held-in-gallipoli-australia-new-zealand/8468178
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-04-25/anzac-day-dawn-services-held-in-gallipoli-australia-new-zealand/8468178
http://www.smh.com.au/national/private-willis-identified-not-forgotten-20100316-qcl1.html
http://www.smh.com.au/national/private-willis-identified-not-forgotten-20100316-qcl1.html


Limina, Volume 23.2, 2017   Ariane Maggio 

42 
 

by their descendants, from glimpses witnessed by their families and friends, stories 

told and written accounts shared, and official records which may or may not be 

painted with political messages or reworked to fit the approved narrative. After all, 

the Battle of Fromelles was, for a long time, not even considered a battle, and despite 

the heavy casualties it was even reported as a success.58 However, many of the 

memories of those with first-hand experience of the war are now lost, as not all were 

written down or shared. At the time that the soldiers from Beaucamps-Ligny were 

reinterred in 2014, all of their regiment had passed away. However, descendants of the 

fallen stated in interviews with the media that they were able to gain a semblance of 

closure,59 even if they had never met their fallen relatives; many had not yet been born 

at the time WW1 raged on. The funeral however, was widely attended, with details 

about each of the identified soldiers publicised in the mainstream media.60-61 They and 

their stories are now a part of a collective memory, shared by their descendants, and 

those with no familial connection alike.  

5. Conclusion 

 

The CWGC has clearly played a vital role in the memorialisation and commemoration 

of the lives and deaths of soldiers who have died in the two major world wars. This is 

evident through the construction of cemeteries and memorials and their ongoing care 

and maintenance, but also through the supervision of archaeological excavations of 

recently identified mass graves and the commissioning of forensic identification of the 

missing soldiers using anthropological assessment or DNA matching. The excavation 

and identification of the physical remains of missing is an act of memory connecting 

the fallen with today’s society, and evoking emotional responses from even those who 

did not have any tangible connection with the fallen. This response in part informs the 

importance of memorialising war to our society, irrespective of the political or social 

narrative associated with the sites of memory, such as memorials and cemeteries. In 

the end, the role of the CWCG is set by the emotional response of society, what we 

deem important, and what we value. As the public interest in war memorials, 

commemorative events, and the push for the investigation of the Pheasant Wood site 

has shown, nearly 100 years later, we still view the commemoration of war as 

important. After all, ‘we will remember them’. 
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