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15 February 2009
Your Excellency 

I attended the lecture and slide show “Beneath Flanders Fields 1915-1918” given by Mr Franky Bostyn at the Guards’Chapel, Birdcage Walk, London on Wednesday, 21 January. During the time allowed for questions after the talk I attempted to raise some matters relating to intellectual property and to photographic copyright offences which had arisen.  This letter is a formal statement of my concerns.

During the lecture I observed and documented the use of some thirty photographs taken by myself and also plans drawn by myself and relating to excavations in West Flanders. Some years ago I lent Mr Bostyn a number of theses slides for use in a publication on the excavation of Beecham Dugout (a project directed by myself) and despite repeated requests for their return they are still in his possession. I understand that some of these items may now be part of the collection of the Memorial Museum Passchendaele. I retain the negatives. 

The photograph that Mr Bostyn used of Major John Norton- Griffiths RE is from the family’s personal collection; the copyright being held by his granddaughter. I also believe that there may have been photographs from the collection of the Royal Engineers at Chatham. The sources of these photographs were not acknowledged by Mr Bostyn.
All of these images, properly acknowledged, can be found in “Beneath Flanders Fields 1914-1918” published in English and Dutch in 2004 and co-authored by the military historian and documentary film-maker Peter Barton, Professor Peter Doyle and myself. 
This book is just one result of several years of co-operation between British and Belgian specialists in the field and is widely regarded as seminal.
Mr Bostyn also appeared to be claiming credit for work done by myself and others at Bayernwald and Beecham.  I am afraid that his response that he had stated that “a few volunteers helped” is entirely inadequate and seriously distorts the truth of the efforts made and the division of labour on these sites. Indeed after I had completed the excavation at Bayernwald I invited Mr Bostyn to explore the workings but he refused my offer since he feared for his safety.

I have just returned from a trip to Australia where I was hosted by the families of three of the five Australian soldiers whose remains were discovered near Zonnebeke in 2006.

The bodies were initially uncovered by an engineering company who contacted me in the first instance. I in turn contacted Mr D. Demey, Archaeologist for the Ypres Area, who led the team. I also contacted the Mayor of Zonnebeke and the police.

We worked for five hard and emotional days uncovering these remains with others including Mr K.Bleick and Mr B. Heyvaert of the MMP. The work was co-ordinated by the Belgian War Graves Commission. Mr Bostyn, who arrived on site a couple of days after the work began, took no active part in the proceedings. Identifications were established through DNA tests. This correct version of events has not, so far, been reflected in the local press reports which appear to place Mr Bostyn at the centre of events as the leader of the team of archaeologists. This is quite untrue. 
Mr Bostyn, as Curator of the MMP (Memorial Museum Passchendaele) was the point of contact for the press. I may add that Mr Bostyn’s version of events has been widely disseminated through other sources including ”Belgian Events” (January 2007) a publication of the Belgian Embassy in London.   

I might add that during my stay in Australia I was made aware of the profound disquiet felt by the families and the authorities at the standard of the press releases that were issued by Mr Bostyn, containing as they several factual errors. 

During his talk at the Guards Chapel, Mr Bostyn emphasised the prominence of the “moral” aspects of excavations where human remains may still lie. Perhaps he might be asked to indicate how he intends to demonstrate the importance of these values in the future. 

It is perhaps possible that Mr Bostyn, who had no museum experience or training prior to his appointment at the MMP, is unaware of the professional protocols involved in these matters. It was also clear from the style of the presentation that he currently lacks the technical skills one might expect from somebody in his position. This cannot be an excuse for failing to properly acknowledge the property and contributions of others. He should be advised of these protocols immediately so as to avoid offences in the future. 

This unfortunate approach to issues of acknowledgement and appropriating the work of others and thereby appearing to seek to inflate one’s own profile is a serious failing in his approach and constitutes a substantial challenge to Mr Bostyn’s credibility. If this unprincipled behaviour is allowed to go unchallenged it will damage all in the professional historical community. 

Johan Vandewalle

Technical Director of excavations ; Yorkshire Trench Dug Out (Boezinge) – Ravine Wood Dug Out (Hollebeke) – South Lane Dug Out (Ieper) - White Horse Seller Dug Out( St Eloi) – Oak Fm Dug Out (Boezinge) – German MG Dug Out (Merkem) – Potsdam Redoubt Dug Out (Zonnebeke) - Lanckachire  Dug Out ( Boezinge) – Mounth Sorrel Dug Outs (Zillebeke) - Petit Bois Dug Out (Wijtschate) – Martha House Dug Out (Langemark) – Gordon House Dug Out (Zillebeke) - Beecham Dug Out ( Passendale)1999, Bayernwald (Wijtschate) 2000, Zonnebeke Five (Zonnebeke) 2006- Vampir Dug Out (Zonnebeke) 2008 
Designer and Builder, Dixmuide Dugout Exhibition

Technical director; recently excavation  Vampir Dugout
Technical director and consultant in “ The Underground War “ documentary 
Co-Author “Beneath Flanders Fields 1914-1918”, Spellmount, 2004
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