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The Liberated Countries and the War Dead 
 
The British programme for the war dead could never have been effectively carried out 

without the willing cooperation of the liberated countries; they provided the most invaluable 

help, this being a continuation of the devoted care tendered to so many British graves during 

the war.  

There are countless instances of how carefully the British dead were looked after in the 

dark years of the occupation. One notable example was the French care for the dead of the 

1942 Dieppe raid. After the liberation, Colonel Arthur Owen Stott, ADGRE for 21 Army 

Group, devoted a long and detailed memorandum to what had happened. Men who had died 

of wounds in the hospital at Dieppe had been buried at Hautot-Sur-Mer cemetery. However, 

the dead in the cemetery also included a number who had originally been buried at other 

places, such as Varengeville-Sur-Mer. The French were very keen to preserve the identities 

of the men who were being reinterred, but experienced great difficulty in doing so because 

the Germans had stripped the bodies ‘and such identity tags as were available had been 

muddled up’. Stott commented that this summary of the facts might appear to contain ‘but 

little concrete evidence, but it will be appreciated that the French themselves had little real 

knowledge of what was done by the Germans’. 

At the end of his report, Stott made his feelings known in a very rare piece of personal 

comment: 

 
I wish to place on record the fact that the French authorities have been most helpful in this 

matter. When we arrived in the area (very shortly after the Germans had left), it was obvious 

that the greatest care had been bestowed on the Cemetery which is laid out on the lines of an 

IWGC Cemetery, the crosses being set in double rows on turf, with flower borders complete, 

which is in excellent condition. Clearly they had imitated the IWGC Extension in Janval [Civilian 

Cemetery]. 1 
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The French had done the best they could, in very difficult circumstances, to record the 

identity of those killed in the Dieppe raid.  

In multitudes of other cases, successful post-war identification was also dependent 

upon the peoples of the occupied countries. One Frenchwoman whom Group Captain 

Hawkins, the commanding officer of the MRES, particularly praised for her work of 

‘inestimable value’ was Madame L’Herbier, who was later awarded an OBE for services to 

missing research. From 1940 onwards, with German permission, she assiduously collected 

the details of Allied casualties, together with relics and personal effects, and these were 

handed over to the relevant national authority after the liberation.2 On a smaller scale, Sake 

van der Werff, a hotel owner on the Dutch island of Schiermonnikoog, took personal 

responsibility for ensuring the respectful burial, and the preservation of a record of identity 

whenever possible, of all the war dead washed up on the shores of the island.3 

In numerous individual cases, the clinching evidence for identity came from local 

people. In one MRES investigation in Belgium concerning seven crew members of a Stirling 

bomber who had been missing since spring 1943, the critical information came from a local 

family. Search officers looking for the crew went to a Belgian village twenty miles from 

Louvain, in which there were reported to be three graves, two marked with the names of 

sergeants, the third marked ‘Three Unknowns’. It had been reported that the two remaining 

members of the crew had baled out. The search officers could not find the graves, and the 

lead would have ended there had not two Belgian cyclists, a brother and sister, arrived to give 

further information. They knew the correct burial location, and moreover had preserved a 

shirt cuff with a gold link in it, together with a piece of shirt collar with a name on it. These 

relics had been hidden in a secret recess in their mother’s cottage throughout the war years. 

The family were also able to confirm that all the crew had died and none had escaped by 

parachute.4 

On an official level, the newly formed governments of the liberated countries also gave 

considerable assistance to the programme for the war dead. Brussels was liberated on 3 

September, and three weeks later, on 26 September, 21 Army Group’s Rear HQ moved into 
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the city. Stott and the Graves Service moved with it, taking premises in Avenue Louise at 

which they would remain for the rest of the war.   

On 3 October, Stott called at the Belgian Ministry of the Interior in Brussels, and was 

told that official records had been kept of all 1939-44 British, Allied and enemy burials in 

Belgium, and that a liaison officer would be provided if he wished. The offer was accepted, 

and Commandant Lacrosse, a Major of the Belgian Army, moved the official Belgium card 

index across to Stott’s office.5 Lacrosse would also assist Stott in a more general capacity, 

such as in the acquirement of suitable land for cemeteries.  

In matters which affected the liberated countries, Graves Service policy was decided 

after consultation with their officials. At a meeting on 6 October, Stott and a Director of the 

Belgian Ministry of the Interior agreed various procedures concerning the British dead. Of 

these the most important points were that the Belgian Ministry undertook to reserve special 

plots in civilian cemeteries as and when required, and to grant Arretes (administrative orders) 

for cemetery sites as requested by the British, using requisition if necessary. The Ministry also 

undertook to issue a warrant granting Stott authority to order the exhumation of servicemen’s 

bodies and their transfer to another site if necessary without having to apply to the Civil 

Courts for a permit. Moreover, the regulations of all local authorities which required bodies 

to be buried in a coffin would be suspended in the case of the British, Allied, and enemy war 

dead.6  

The problem of how to acquire land for the cemeteries was a complex one and needed 

to be squared with the British authorities as well as those in the liberated countries. Some 

weeks earlier, on 27 July, Stott had visited the Legal Director of Civil Affairs, 21 Army Group, 

to inform him of existing law and procedure for the acquisition of land for permanent 

cemeteries in France, ‘the War Office having reported that the 1939-40 French Law still 

obtains’. Stott asked if the procedure should be conducted through Civil Affairs in the future. 

In one of those tiny glints of humour which Stott allowed himself from time to time, he 

noted down verbatim the answer to his question: 
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Director (Legal) replied that, strictly speaking, Civil Affairs were not interested, but would 

appreciate being kept in the picture.  

 

Stott undertook to advise Civil Affairs in the future when an application for an Arrete was 

made, which location it related to, and when the Arrete was granted.7  

In September Stott visited a number of British cemeteries with an official representing 

the French Government, ‘who lodged certificates at the Caen Prefecture certifying that 

French law regarding permanent cemetery sites was not being violated in any respect’.8 Stott 

made a similar tour with an official from the Caen Prefecture on 19 September, noting that 

consent from the local authorities had been obtained in all instances, but that there were a 

few outstanding cases where the permission of the owner of the land had not been obtained 

because it had not been possible to trace him or his heirs.9 Not wishing to give the appearance 

of requisitioning the land, Stott later raised this matter with the French authorities in a 

conference in Paris on 25 October, as will be seen shortly.  

Payment for any services rendered by the liberated countries was one of the key issues 

which was resolved early on. On 27 November 1944, Stott circulated a memorandum of 

instructions to the Administrative HQ of the First Canadian Army, the Rear HQ of the 

Second Army, the HQ of Airborne Corps, and the HQ of L of C, who were to forward these 

instructions to all British formations and units under their command. Stott informed the 

HQs that agreement had been reached with the French and Belgian government on a number 

of financial matters. These were: that payment for services rendered by French and Belgian 

nationals rested with the governments concerned; that burials could be made in blankets or 

hessian canvas in lieu of coffins, in line with the usual British field burial procedure; and that 

any variation of this procedure by the local authorities, including an insistence on the use of 

coffins, would have to be paid for by those same local authorities.10  In Holland SHAEF had 

undertaken to agree with the Dutch government that the same conditions would apply.11 

The British strongly insisted that British, Allied and enemy dead should not be removed 

from their burial places by nationals of the liberated countries as this would make graves 
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work more difficult. The conference held in Paris on 25 October, attended by Stott, 

Commandant Lacrosse, and General Intendant Lavaud, the Head of the French Civil Service 

and Military Graves, began with this specific issue. Stott requested that instructions should 

be given to the Mayors of the Communes where fighting had taken place that they should 

not move any of the military dead, and Lavaud immediately agreed.  

The phraseology of the conference minutes is slightly quaint, suggesting that they were 

not taken by a native English speaker, and the likelihood is that they were taken by Lacrosse. 

In one or two places the meaning is hard to follow, and it is not always clear who is speaking. 

However, it appears that Stott informed Lavaud that the exhumation, identification and 

removal of bodies would be done mainly by the specialised British graves units. The extreme 

scarcity of French labour to assist the British units was discussed. It was acknowledged that 

most of the available labour would be needed for the reconstruction of the war-damaged 

areas, but that in certain cases it might be possible for local workmen to be employed by the 

British for exhumation work. It must have been Stott who then stated: 

 
In this eventuality, these workmen will receive the necessary sanitary means of protection 

and suitable remuneration for the difficult work they have to perform. There will not be any 

requisition of labour.12 

 

Any assurance about the provision of the ‘necessary sanitary means of protection’ was over-

optimistic because the correct equipment would prove extremely hard to obtain.  

The promise that there would be no requisition of local labour reflected a strong 

intention to seek cooperation rather than bullying the French into acceding to the wishes of 

the British. It was a delicate situation because the British and American forces were in an 

extremely dominant position, not only because of their sheer weight of numbers and the 

colossal size of their organisations, but also because of what they could contribute to the 

rebuilding of a devastated Europe. An additional, and not entirely unimportant factor, was 

that the Germans had not yet been defeated.   
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Stott was always tactful in obtaining what he wanted, and at the same conference he 

assured Lavaud that he did not want to use powers of requisition to acquire the land for the 

cemeteries. Lavaud then gave Stott a small exposition on what the word ‘requisition’ meant 

in France. It had two meanings, and the second was quite acceptable to the French. He told 

Stott: 

 
The requisition will have the simple effect of giving to the British Military Authorities the 

right to establish the cemeteries on the ground that they find fit for it. This form of requisition 

is an ordinary practice in the ‘Intendance’ […] The establishment of a military cemetery is an 

indispensable and urgent matter and the absence of the owner must not be an obstacle to the 

establishment.  

 

Stott then repeated in a slightly more emphatic way what he had already said, that he was 

‘opposed to any idea of coercion by way of requisition’.13 

The conference at Paris seems to have gone extremely well, and Stott and Lavaud 

appear to have easily come to an agreement on all matters except one. This notable exception 

was the issue of German graves, about which, both at this conference and at other times, the 

French would prove extremely obdurate. Unlike the other liberated countries, they refused 

to take any responsibility for the German battle dead, would take a similar line with American 

requests, and it would be three years before the matter was resolved.14 

Outside the formal constraints of a conference, Stott followed the same rule of having 

a scrupulous regard for French sensibilities. However, he was clearly a pragmatist and not 

above using the necessity for international cooperation as leverage with his own people, as 

in the interesting mixture of consideration for the French and operational practicality with 

which he justified a request for better transport for his units:  

 
Forwarded an application by OC No. 39 GCU, strongly supported by ‘Medical’, for metal-

bodied 3-tonners to be substituted for trucks 15 cwt and trailer 10 cwt, pointing out the extreme 
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urgency of the matter, and that this would enable concentration work to be carried out the more 

unobtrusively and the more nearly in conformity with the French law on the subject.15 

 

 

In the early days of the creation of the cemeteries, one of the greatest problems was 

contacting the owners of the land on which the cemeteries were sited, ‘they having been 

evacuated and in a number of cases are at present in Enemy-occupied territory’.16 Once 

contacted, landowners could on very rare occasions prove troublesome. This problem would 

not exist in Germany, where land for the cemeteries would be taken by military requisition 

and not by friendly agreement with the local civil authorities.17  

On 20 September 1944, one of Stott’s units, No. 32 Graves Registration Unit, reported 

in its War Diary that its commanding officer had: 

 
interviewed M Pipon, the owner of the land upon which La Delivrande cemetery is sited. 

He requested that the graves should be removed from his land. Previously he had been prepared 

to have a permanent cemetery on his land, now, for some reason, he has changed his mind.18  

 

A new site for the cemetery was soon agreed with another local landowner, M. Noisette.19 

However, the graves which had already been created in the supposedly permanent cemetery 

now had to be dug up and relocated in yet another cycle of exhumation and reburial.20  

This was a most unusual case. Generally, the people of the liberated countries were 

extremely helpful to the Graves Service, and it was a great rarity for anything to the contrary 

to be detailed in Graves Service records. However, one strange little incident was noted in 

February 1945, when an unnamed French civilian was investigated by Stott for making claims 

for compensation. The man said that: 

 
he had found and buried a number of bodies washed up on the fore-shore following the 

sinking of the “Lancastria” off St Nazaire in June, 1940. The claims of this man, who is serving 
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a sentence of five years’ imprisonment for fraud and collaboration with the enemy, were proved 

groundless. 

 

The fraudster was making a particularly heartless claim as the Lancastria was one of the 

heaviest naval losses of the war. It is estimated that at least 3,000 troops and civilians died in 

the sinking of the ship, which had been taking part in the evacuation of St Nazaire as the 

Germans overran France. 21  

Pipon and the unnamed fraudster were marked exceptions to the general rule that the 

liberated countries went out of their way to be helpful. Two years later, Stott tactfully omitted 

the Pipon case when he publicly thanked the liberated countries for their willingness to 

provide land for the new cemeteries: 

 
The British Graves Service tenders its appreciation and thanks to all Landowners, Farmers 

and Allotment-holders, who, without any exception, readily consented to their land being taken 

as the permanent resting-place of their fallen liberators, to all Local Authorities who […] have 

even modified their post-war planning schemes in order that British cemeteries may be sited in 

the desired positions; to all Government Ministers and Officials who are always prepared to 

arrange compensation for land acquired by the British Graves Service irrespective of the value 

of such land. […]  

Finally that great gesture, the gift in perpetuity to the British of land for cemeteries so that 

the final resting-place of the fallen may “be forever England”, is most gratefully acknowledged.22 

 

The arrangements regarding the cemeteries would later be formalised by treaty. The first such 

treaty after the Second World War was signed in July 1951 by the Netherlands Government 

and the Imperial War Graves Commission. The Netherlands provided the land free, and 

guaranteed to exempt the Commission from taxes and other charges.23 
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The British public were well aware of how much care had been lavished on British 

graves during the war and afterwards. Coverage often appeared in the newspapers; The Times, 

for example, considered that ‘in all allied countries the cooperation and devotion afforded by 

the inhabitants have been beyond praise’.24 Letters continued to appear in British newspapers 

for some years after the war, describing what dedicated care was still being tendered.  

One of the most striking of these letters appeared in The Times on October 1950, and it 

concerned a mining village called Meurchin in Pas de Calais. A single British grave was in the 

churchyard there, and every week since the war fresh flowers had been placed on it by ‘a 

working woman, mother of seven children, who does not remember the buried officer 

individually, but remembers the mess to which he belonged’.25 Because there is only one 

Commission grave at Meurchin, the grave upon which the flowers were placed must be that 

of Alfred Jack Baines, who had been killed in May 1940. The fact that flowers were still being 

placed on his grave more than ten years after his death shows how the memory of the British 

forces in France continued to be cherished.26 

It was a very different scenario with the American dead. The American graves units 

carried out a two-step process, first concentrating all American remains in their own military 

cemeteries, and then ascertaining the wishes of the next-of-kin as to whether they wanted 

their dead repatriated. In practice, this policy meant removing almost all the American dead 

from their original burial sites in the liberated countries. 

The Americans were aware that the process of removing their dead from the 

communities which had so carefully looked after them during the war was very controversial. 

In May 1945, the Channel Islands was used as a test case, when representations were made 

to the Home Office for the exhumation of 17 American servicemen buried on the islands so 

that they could be reinterred temporarily at Blosville. The American Graves Registration 

Command was anxious that the British government would agree, as it was felt that dissent 

from that quarter would:  
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tend to influence the governments of other Allied and neutral nations in acceding to similar 

requests and thus imperil the search and recovery program in all foreign countries. Britain's want 

of sympathy toward the American policy of repatriation was thoroughly understood.27  

 

The American Graves Registration Command asked the American Embassy in London to 

press its case about the Channel Islands. Permission was finally granted by the British, but 

nonetheless the Americans did indeed face strong opposition in the liberated countries, 

particularly in Norway, Denmark and Sweden, where no permanent American military 

cemetery was to be sited. Permission to remove the bodies was only granted after a very long 

delay after the relatives had given their consent, thereby reversing the normal process 

whereby the relatives were consulted after removal to an American cemetery. Although the 

numbers were small, nonetheless they were significant. In the case of Norway, for example, 

out of 44 deceased servicemen, only 2 remained in the original graves which the Norwegians 

had cared for during the war.28  

American bodies which were not returned to the United States were interred in 9 

cemeteries, 1 in Luxembourg, 1 in the Netherlands, 2 in Belgium, and 5 in France. There 

were no permanent American cemeteries in Scandinavia or Germany.29 Whilst the British 

dead remained a very tangible presence, intermingling as they did with hundreds of local 

communities, the Americans removed their dead to sites where they had complete control. 

What implications this might have had for relations with post-war Europe is too large a 

diversion to explore here. However, there can be little doubt that the result of the Americans 

removing their dead was to disrupt the shared sense of mourning and fellowship with the 

European countries who had once looked after the bodies, and who therefore 

understandably felt that they had an emotional share in them. Stott was well aware of this 

fact, and more than once drew the attention of the Brigadier General, Chief of the American 

Graves Service, to ‘the resentment’ which was being engendered in the civilian population.30  

By contrast, the numerous gravesites of the British, by remaining where they were, 

continued to foster a strong sense of community, as if the graves were owned by both Britain 
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and the nation in whose soil the dead lay. This was perhaps most markedly true in the 

Netherlands, where every grave was personally adopted by a Dutch individual or family.  

The catastrophic failure of the Arnhem operation in September 1944 meant that the 

Netherlands was liberated long after France and Belgium. By the end of 1944 only a quarter 

of its territory had been freed, and around 7 million out of the population of just over 9 

million were still living under German rule.31 It was not until the following spring that the 

liberation gathered pace, but some Dutch territory which contained British graves was not 

liberated until after the war ended. The Frisian island of Texel was the last to be freed, by the 

Canadians, on 20 May.32   

The first graves unit to work in Holland was posted to the new cemetery at 

Valkenswaard in Noord-Brabant on 9 April 1945.33 The work on behalf of the Arnhem dead, 

who were of the utmost significance in terms of British losses in the Netherlands, began 

shortly after Arnhem was liberated on 16 April.34 On 20 July, Stott summarised the position 

there: 

 
On 20 April 45, i.e. three days after the liberation of Arnhem, my No. 37 GRU (OC, Captain 

J T Long) commenced work in the area. 

In May, 1 Airborne Div [Division] sent out 6 ORs and a Padre (RC), (The Reverend Father 

McGowan), all of whom had been through the actual operations, to assist in locating graves. 

[…]  

Captain Long and Father McGowan have interviewed many civilians in the area, and have 

in fact received scores of ‘lists’ of graves – mostly giving information already in our possession.  

On 4-6 June I personally recced the area and selected a site for a cemetery sufficient to take 

up to 2000. […] I interviewed the Burgomasters of Arnhem and of Oosterbeek and Renkum 

who each directed all civilians to hand any information concerning graves in to their Offices, 

and they in turn have passed the information on to my 37 GRU. Captain Long and Father 

McGowan have called regularly on the Burgomasters.35  
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The Dutch had given all assistance that they could at the time of Arnhem, and despite the 

Germans’ brutal response it appears that most Dutch people felt only gratitude to those who 

had tried to liberate them.  

A broadcast made by a Dutch exile on the BBC in late September 1944 had made such 

feelings very clear. Speaking of the British servicemen, he said:   

 
Some of these brave young men will stay behind in our country for ever. They will not rest 

on cold foreign soil. The soil of Holland, which, in the course of our long and glorious history, 

received so many heroes for their eternal sleep, will proudly guard your dead as if they were the 

deeply mourned sons of our own people.36 

 

After the liberation of the Netherlands had finally taken place, the British dead were often 

seen as representative of all those who had been lost in the war. In May 1946, a Times Special 

Correspondent reported from Holland that an elderly Dutch couple had explained to him 

that they had been too old during the war to be of service to the Allied cause. Now they felt 

that they might at last be of some small service by caring for the grave of one of the Allied 

dead. The reporter also met ‘a middle-aged woman of placid resolution’ whose husband and 

a son had been deported to Germany.  

 
They had never come back. ‘I don’t know where they are buried’, she said; ‘I can’t look after 

their graves, but if I look after one of the English graves it will seem like theirs as well.’ 

 

The Times reporter went on to note that the purpose of a recently formed Dutch committee 

was to see that every Allied grave in Holland was looked after ‘not as part of a big semi-

official scheme but by the efforts of individuals who will make themselves responsible for 

single graves’. The intention was that those taking care of the graves would get in touch with 

the dead men’s families, send them pictures of the graves, and later give them hospitality 

when the relatives came to visit. Stereotyped letters would be ‘strictly banned’, the personal 

touch was everything.37  
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Some eighteen months later, The Times recorded that ‘on one day recently […], over 

30,000 Dutch people visited the graves of the fallen of Arnhem’. It added: 

 
On occasions it is alleged that graves are cared for by those whose real interest is in the 

reward of cigarettes and food sent from England, but one has only to mark the many graves of 

the unknown that have been adopted to see without a doubt that this cynical charge applies only 

to a few isolated instances.38 

 

Photographs of the post-war ceremonies of remembrance at the Arnhem-Ooosterbeek 

cemetery show how wholeheartedly the Dutch embraced the care of Allied graves  — not a 

single one was neglected, but each had an adult or a child standing in front of it, ready to 

place their tribute of flowers. Even today, more than 70 years later, that annual tribute of 

gratitude is still being made.  

 

 

On 3 November 1946, Stott made a radio broadcast to the liberated countries, openly 

acknowledging the debt which the British owed to them. This speech so effectively sums up 

what was done that it is the most effective way to conclude this article: 

 
The British Graves Service desires to express its sincere thanks to the peoples of the 

Liberated Countries for their help in the great task of finding and registering the graves of the 

fallen. Throughout the enemy occupation they have taken the greatest care of British graves and 

maintained flowers on them, frequently at the risk of imprisonment. But for the help of local 

peoples, and especially children of ten to sixteen years of age on numerous occasions, the graves 

of scores of British soldiers and airmen killed prior to June 1944 could never have been found 

by the Registration Officers.  

Immediately they were liberated, the peoples gave invaluable aid to the Registration Officers 

in the search for the ‘isolated’ graves of those who perforce had been hurriedly buried at night 

and in the heat of battle, and which the burial parties could only mark with small crosses made 

of sticks. These peoples substituted plain wooden crosses and tended the graves in order to 
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preserve them until they could be properly marked by the Graves Service and moved into 

established cemeteries. […]  

The task is not yet complete: many graves are still to be found. The British Graves Service 

asks, and feels confident, that the peoples of the Liberated Countries will continue to give their 

invaluable assistance […] until all British Fallen are safely in either the established British 

Cemeteries or in Communal Cemeteries throughout France, Belgium, Holland and Denmark.39   
 

 

 

 

Cover Image: Gelders Archief, Arnhem, Netherlands 
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