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Using	DNA	to	iden.fy		
Soldiers	of	the	Western	Front	

Dr	Maurice	Gleeson	
BIFHSGO,	O<awa	
11th	Sep	2016	

h<p://trenchwarfareonthewesternfront.weebly.com/the-western-front.html		

The	Western	Front	

www.everymanremembered.org		

Killed	in	AcNon	
-	Men	1,067,426	
-	Women	800	

	
Missing	
338,955	

h<p://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/army/some-briNsh-army-staNsNcs-of-the-great-war/		

30	per	year	
>1000	years	

h<p://deredacNe.be/cm/vrtnieuws.francais/videotheque/1.2629921		
h<p://1914-1918.invisionzone.com/forums/index.php?/topic/238324-remains-of-19-soldiers-found/		

Soldiers	recovered	
30-60	per	year	

	
April	2016	

19	recovered	
2	German	

9	Commonwealth	
(possibly	Canadian)	
2	idenNfied	so	far	

	

Google	Maps	-	Remains	of	WW1	Servicemen	found	on	Western	Front	

h<p://www.canada.com/vancouversun/news/story.html?
id=020ae61b-17fe-4b69-b9bc-76f2b3e9327e&k=94836		
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Process	for	Managing	Recovered	Remains(?)	

h<p://1914-1918.invisionzone.com/forums/index.php?/topic/158933-recovery-of-found-remains/&page=2			
h<p://www.westernfrontassociaNon.com/great-war-people/cemeteries/1027-work-spva-cwgc.html#sthash.cHS3nTtY.dpbs	

•  Remains	Found	
•  Local	Police	
–  Recent	death	/	murder?	
– War	remains?	
–  Permission	to	recover?	

•  Recovery	undertaken	
–  Local	army,	Archaeologists,	Original	finder	
–  Belgium:	by	police	->	detailed	report;		
–  France:	by	CWGC’s	ExhumaNon	Officer	

•  CWGC	stores	remains	in	their	mortuary	
–  also	secures	artefacts	

Process	for	Managing	Recovered	Remains(?)	

h<p://1914-1918.invisionzone.com/forums/index.php?/topic/158933-recovery-of-found-remains/&page=2			
h<p://www.westernfrontassociaNon.com/great-war-people/cemeteries/1027-work-spva-cwgc.html#sthash.cHS3nTtY.dpbs	

•  IdenNfy	NaNonality?		
=>	CWGC	report	to	member	government	MoD		
– UK:	JCCC	
– Germany:	VdK	

•  JCCC	co-ordinates	efforts	to	idenNfy		
– NaNonality,	Regiment,	Individual	

•  If	idenNfied,	family	traced	&	funeral	organised	

Process	for	Iden.fying	Remains	

•  Co-ordinated	by	Ministry	of	Defence	(MOD)	
– Service	Personnel	&	Veterans	Agency	(SPVA)	
•  Joint	Casualty	&	Compassionate	Centre	(JCCC)	

–  Historic	Casualty	&	Deceased	Estates	Casework	team	(HC	&	DE)	
»  2-person	team	deals	with	historic	casualNes	&	war	dead	

•  Recovery	“Team”	
– Archaeologist?	(CSI-like	recovery)	
– Forensic	anthropologist?	
•  Height,	ba<le	wounds,	disNnguishing	features	

– Military	Historian?	
– NaNonality?	Regiment?	Individual	named	soldier?	

Aug	1914	Sep	1916	
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Process	for	Iden.fying	Remains	

•  IniNal	idenNficaNon	(NaNonality,	Regiment)	
– Historical	war	records	(troop	movements)	
– Artefacts	found	with	or	near	the	remains	

•  If	possible	individual	idenNfied	…	
– DNA	sample	taken?		

•  Apparently	yes	of	April	2016	(1)	
– Genealogy	&	potenNal	living	relaNves	traced?		

•  working	with	volunteer	genealogists	
–  RelaNves	contacted?	(via	genealogist?)	
– DNA	from	relaNves	
–  IdenNty	confirmed	

1.  h<p://1914-1918.invisionzone.com/forums/index.php?/topic/237868-dna-samples-from-recovered-bodies/#comment-2440281		

War	Records	

•  Canadian	and	Australian	
service	files	sNll	exist	

•  BriNsh	"burnt	records”		
•  William	Spencer,	
Principal	Military	
Specialist,	NaNonal	
Archives,	UK	
– Most	servicemen’s	
whereabouts	can	be	
located	given	a	name	
and	date	

h<p://blog.naNonalarchives.gov.uk/blog/author/wspencer/		

Issues	&	Concerns	…	outdated?	

•  Insufficient	efforts	made	to	idenNfy	found	remains	
–  Recovery	of	remains	
•  Farmers	do	not	report	them	
– Too	much	delay	–	inconvenience	–	loss	of	income	
– Remains	ploughed	over	/	bulldozed	

•  Local	laws	and	customs	not	clearly	stated	/	understood	
•  Are	they	observed	/	enforced?	
•  Trophy	Hunters	
•  IncenNves	to	report	are	potenNally	detrimental	

–  Reluctance	to	publicise	finds	
–  Lack	of	transparency	as	to	the	exact	process	
– DNA	is	not	rouNnely	recovered	from	remains	prior	to	
reburial	

h<p://1914-1918.invisionzone.com/forums/index.php?/topic/158933-recovery-of-found-remains/&page=1		 h<p://www.army.gov.au/Our-work/Unrecovered-War-CasualNes-Army/Fromelles/The-Fromelles-project		

h<p://www.cwgc.org/news-events/news/fromelles-idenNficaNon-board-to-reconvene.aspx		 h<ps://www.awm.gov.au/blog/2010/03/19/fromelles-idenNfying-the-fallen/		

In	December	2008,	the	Memorial’s	official	magazine	War$me		ran	several	
feature	arNcles	on	the	discovery	of	the	mass	grave	at	Pheasant	Wood	by	
key	researchers	involved	in	the	project:		
•  Lambis	Engelzos,	a	reNred	Victorian	school	teacher,	wrote	of	his	

research	which	ulNmately	led	to	the	discovery	of	the	mass	grave	at	
Pheasant	Wood;		

•  Dr	Tony	Pollard,	the	Director	of	Ba<lefield	Archaeology	at	the	
University	of	Glasgow,	wrote	the	story	of	the	archaeological	
excavaNon	conducted	in	May	2008;	

•  	and	Peter	Barton	wrote	of	his	research	in	the	archives	of	the	Bavarian	
Kriegsarchiv	in	Munich,	Germany.		

•  Memorial	historians	Ashley	Ekins,	Nigel	Steel	and	Peter	Pedersen	gave	
accounts	of	the	ba<le	itself.	

Due	to	the	high	level	of	public	interest,	copies	of	Issue	44	of	War$me		are	
no	longer	available,	but	the	magazine	can	be	accessed	here	in	digital	form	
free	of	charge.	
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Fromelles	–	19	July	1916	

•  5513	Australian	&	BriNsh	casualNes	
•  1780	dead	
– Buried	in	mass	graves	
– Auer	war,	transferred	to	purpose-built	cemeteries	
– 250	missed	

•  Campaign	by	Lambiz	Englezos	
– 250	found	in	May	2008	(203	Australian)	

h<p://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ba<le_of_Fromelles	
h<p://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/magazine/8473444.stm			

Fromelles	

•  1990’s	–	unmarked	mass	grave	discovered	
–  337	remains	(esNmate)	

•  2009:	250	exhumed	(173	Australian)	
–  DeviaNon	from	protocol	–	DNA	taken	and	stored	
–  144	/	250	idenNfied	

•  30	Jan	19	July	2010	–	bodies	reinterred	in	new	Pheasant	Wood	
Cemetery	

•  DNA	samples	taken	
–  The	£3m	project,	funded	by	the	BriNsh	and	Australian	governments,	

overseen	by	the	Commonwealth	War	Graves	Commission	
–  75	Australian	soldiers	idenNfied	(now	124)	

•  Support	from	"All	Party	Parliamentary	War	Graves	and	Ba<lefield	
Heritage	Group”	

h<p://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ba<le_of_Fromelles	
h<p://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/magazine/8473444.stm			

Fromelles		
The	Science	behind	the	Story	
h<ps://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=dxE6d6b-IO4		
	

The	ID	Process	at	Fromelles	

•  1780	died	
– 250	were	among	them	

•  Genealogies	of	all	1780	traced	
– Army	of	volunteer	genealogists	

•  DNA	donors	idenNfied	for	each	family	
– Preferably	2x	Y-DNA	and	2x	mtDNA	
– PotenNally,	1780	x4	=	>6000	samples	=	cost!	

•  Beware	of	NPE	rate	=	2%	

h<ps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PZirr0FpsW0		

Bayesian	Probability	Sta.s.cs	
Future	consideraNons	

•  Unknown	soldier	found	
•  Regiment	idenNfied	
•  All	families	of	regiments	daed	traced	and	dna	
tested	

•  =	cost!	
•  Narrow	down	via	…	
– Artefactual	evidence	
– Haplogroup	rare?	
– New	proposed	Dna	enrichment	strategy	
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Soldier	123	

The	most	likely	candidate	for	the	birth	father		
would	be	a	man	named	Simmons	or	Massy	

Soldier	678	

The	most	likely	candidate	for	the	birth	father		
would	be	a	man	named	Gleeson	

h<ps://www.lgcgroup.com/about-us/media-room/latest-news/2014/lgc-to-lead-the-way-in-idenNfying-fallen-military		 h<p://www.ysearch.org/search_start.asp?uid=		

h<p://www.ysearch.org/search_search.asp?uid=&freeentry=true		

First	19	markers	from	Gleason	Lineage	I	
entered	into	search	funcNon	
	

First	19	markers	from	Gleason	Lineage	I	
entered	into	search	funcNon	
=>	9	Gleason	matches	in	first	1000	=	0.9%	

3/13	(23%)	=	0/19	
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h<p://www.ysearch.org	
h<ps://www.familytreedna.com/why-udna.aspx		

Ques.ons	

•  Is	there	a	moral	imperaNve	to	use	new	
technology?	

•  Does	this	conflict	with	other	consideraNons?	
– Privacy?	ConfidenNality?	
– Remains	should	be	treated	“with	respect”	–	is	the	
process	of	DNA	extracNon	“disrespec|ul”?	

•  What	next?	

What	can	you	do?	

•  Document	the	genealogy	of	your	fallen	relaNve	
–  IdenNfy	(&	anonymise)	potenNal	living	descendants	
for	DNA	tesNng	…	Y-DNA,	mtDNA,	atDNA	

– Put	the	genealogy	online	(with	sources	…	leave	a	
paper	trail	for	later	independent	verificaNon)	

•  Leave	a	digital	memorial	for	him	
–  Include	a	link	to	his	genealogy	
–  Include	DNA	data	if	available	
–  Include	contact	details	

h<ps://livesouhefirstworldwar.org		

h<p://www.everymanremembered.org		

Several	of	his	relaNves	have	been	DNA	tested.	
His	Y-DNA	relaNve	is	587634	on	YSearch		
His	mtDNA	relaNve	is	123456	on	MitoSearch	
His	atDNA	relaNve	is	T533776	on	Gedmatch	

h<p://www.mitosearch.org/search_start.asp?uid=		
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h<ps://www.gedmatch.com		

This	project	serves	several	chief	objecNves:	
	

1)	to	serve	as	a	"Legacy	Project"	so	that	those	whose	relaNves	are	among	
the	missing	can	leave	a	"geneNc	remembrance"	to	the	service	of	their	
relaNve	
	

2)	to	allow	relaNves	of	the	missing	to	leave	their	DNA	in	a	public	database	
in	case	it	may	prove	useful	in	the	future	for	idenNficaNon	purposes	-	these	
relaNves	will	share	some	of	their	DNA	with	these	missing	soldiers	
	

3)	to	support	the	adopNon	into	official	policy	of	DNA	tesNng	when	other	
methods	of	idenNficaNon	have	failed	

h<ps://www.familytreedna.com/public/WW1MissingLegacyProject/default.aspx		

They	shall	grow	not	old,		
as	we	that	are	leu	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.	

For	the	Fallen	
Laurence	Binyon	1869-1943	


