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O
n 13 May 1983, the
partially preserved head
of a woman was
discovered buried in

peat at Lindow Moss, near Wilmslow
in Cheshire, England. Police
suspected a local man, Peter Reyn-
Bardt, whose wife had gone missing
two decades before.‘It has been so
long, I thought I would never be
found out’, confessed Reyn-Bardt
under questioning. He explained how
he had murdered his wife,
dismembered her body and buried
the pieces near the peat bog.

Before the case could go to trial,
carbon dating of the remains showed
that the skull was around 17 centuries
old. Reyn-Bardt tried to revoke his
confession, but was convicted and
sentenced to life imprisonment.

Lindow Woman and other ‘bog
bodies’, as they have come to be
known, are surprisingly common.
Under just the right set of natural
conditions, human remains can be
exceptionally well preserved for
extraordinarily long periods of time.

Bog bodies such as Tollund Man
provide a fascinating insight into
biochemical action below the ground.

BY DAVE SAMMUT AND
CHANTELLE CRAIG
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Bog bodies
Still here 
in the 
hereafter
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When bog water beats bacteria
Records of bog bodies go back as far
as the 17th century, with a body
discovered at Shalkholz Fen in
Holstein, Germany. Bog bodies are
most commonly found in northwestern
Europe – Denmark, the Netherlands,
Ireland, Great Britain and northern
Germany. The oldest specimen
recorded, Koelbjerg Man
(Syddanmark, Denmark), has been
dated to around 8000 BCE, during the
Mesolithic period. The oldest fleshed
body is that of Cashel Man (County
Laois, Ireland), dating to around
2000 BCE during the Bronze Age.

The best-preserved specimens are
found in colder bogs, particularly
those closer to salt water. Until the
19th century, they were mostly
reburied in Christian burials, but as
science developed so did the study of
this remarkable phenomenon. We now
know that to be preserved, a body at
the time of death must be in a bog
when the water temperature is less
than 4°C, and ideally in a sphagnum
bog that has an average annual
temperature of less than 10°C.

At these temperatures, oxidation
conditions and pH, the immediate
bacterial action causing putrefaction is
retarded, giving time for the bog
waters to infiltrate the body.

Bog waters are very rich in humic
acids and very low in mineral content.
Sphagnum mosses, particularly
Sphagnum chamaedaphne, have
negatively charged cell surfaces. They
tend to take in cations, replacing them
with acid, to reach pH levels as low as
3.3–4.5. Sugary substances released
by dying moss cells then tan the
tissues to form a type of leather. The
skin turns brown, and the hair red.

The highly porous sphagnum cells
absorb a lot of water, up to 90% of
their mass, and with the accumulation
of dead cell matter they quickly form
substantially anaerobic environments,
even within 30–50 millimetres of the
exposed surface. Provided that the rate
of evaporation is less than the rainfall
(so that the bog stays wet), then these

bogs can form the ideal conditions for
the preservation of tissue over long
periods of time.

Something rotten in the state
of Denmark
Perhaps the most famous and best-
studied bog body, Tollund Man (see
opposite and cover images), was
found in 1950 on Denmark’s Jutland
Peninsula. He died some time in the
fourth century BCE, yet his face could
almost be that of a man asleep, still
with a three-day growth of stubble on
his chin.

Tollund Man was found wearing a
belt but no clothes. That’s either an
odd fashion choice, or an indication
that the clothes themselves rotted
away over the ages. This is common to
the bog bodies catalogued, with most
of them found either naked or wearing
only head gear.

Teams of scientists and doctors
have examined the remains of Tollund
Man, taking approximately 16 000 CT-
scan images, plus X-rays, IR and UV
images and endoscopic investigation.

The structures in his head – brain,
tongue, larynx – are remarkably intact
because specific efforts have been
made by scientists to further preserve
them.

The key task in preserving the
tissues was to replace the bog water
initially occupying space in the cells.
To achieve this, the head was placed in
ethanol, then toluol, then liquid paraffin
at 83°C. Bees’ wax, with similar
properties to paraffin, is known to be
non-perishable, with Viking-era
samples having been preserved this
way for more than 1000 years
underground.

Bogs of sphagnum moss have ideal conditions for the preservation of bodies. Wikimol/CC-BY-SA-3.0

The best-preserved
specimens are
found in colder
bogs, particularly
those closer to salt
water.


