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his team extensively tested bones 
initially, better results were achieved 
from teeth because the layer of 
enamel covering teeth provides 
some protection against the soil-
borne nucleases which break down 
DNA into progressively smaller 
fragments. 

So far results have been 
encouraging. In the majority of cases 
they have recovered DNA fragments 
in excess of the 300 base pairs ideally 
required for identification from both 
Y chromosome and mitochondrial 
DNA. This is particularly gratifying 
because nuclear (ie Y chromosome) 
DNA is much less abundant 
and more easily degraded than 
mitochondrial DNA. The main DNA 
analysis of the soldiers has now 
been completed, Jones says, and the 
profiling is almost complete.

The bodies are to be reburied 
before the identification is 
complete, and once an unequivocal 
identification has been made the 
headstone of the soldier will have his 
name, rank and regiment appended 
to it in keeping with the protocols of 
the CWGC. 

Scientific squabbles
While the identification process is 
proceeding well, the approach used 

for the DNA analysis has proven to 
be a point of controversy within the 
scientific community. Alan Cooper, 
director of the Australian centre 
for ancient DNA at the University 
of Adelaide, believes that what he 
calls the ‘forensic approach’ taken 
by the LGC team is mistaken. His 
central argument is that he believes 
that this was a job for a university-
based ancient DNA lab like his, and 
that universities were effectively 
precluded from tendering for the 
process by the inbuilt requirement 
imposed by the project design that 
the graves be treated ‘like a crime 
scene’. 

Walker, however, says that it is 
entirely proper that the site should 
be treated in that manner, ‘At the end 
of the day these bodies have been 
underground, and to preserve the 
integrity of the samples it is quite 
relevant to treat it like a crime scene. 
As soon as you have individuals 
trampling about at [these] sites DNA 
can get shed and this extraneous 
DNA can be transferred onto items 
and bodies there.’

Indeed the 300 base pair approach 
mandated by Jones seems to be 
working well, suggesting that 
there was no need for the more 
sophisticated, experimental and 
time-consuming techniques 
advocated by Cooper. Part of 
the requirement imposed by the 
Australian and British governments 
was that the analyses should be 
completed as quickly as possible to 
expedite giving the soldiers a timely 
burial.

And there is another important 
factor that was made clear by Jones. 
‘We are not talking about one or two 
bodies here – if we had been, then 
a university lab might have been 
appropriate. We are talking about 
250 sets of remains and it is vital that 
the strictest levels of accountability 
be met. That makes it appropriate 
for it to be handled by a forensic 
DNA lab. The bar [of the tendering 
process] was set quite high and I 
make no apology for that.’

Walker agrees, ‘The importance 
of having a forensic organisation 
doing the work is to do with 
continuity of samples. We have the 
ability to set up protocols to ensure 
that whatever samples are taken 
from those remains are transferred 
to our laboratory and processed 
with a secure system for tracking 
the samples and knowing what 
happened to them. Universities are 
very good at developing techniques 
and doing research but they are not 
set up for doing testing which will be 
scrutinised to show that the sample 
being processed has definitely come 
from the source material.’

In the meantime the pits at 
Pheasant Wood have been backfilled, 
reploughed and seeded with grass. 
By the time of the commemorative 
service planned for 19 July 2010 
–  94 years to the day after the Battle 
of Fromelles began – a wild-flower 
filled meadow will stand where once 
hundreds of Australian and British 
soldiers lay. And the lost soldiers of 
Fromelles will finally be at peace. 

Richard Corfield is a freelance science 
writer based in Oxford, UK

Excavations of the 
bodies from the pits at 
Fromelles 

A forensic approach is 
being taken to the DNA 
analysis
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