Cecil Thomas's life

Cecil Walter Thomas was born in 1885 in Shepherd's Bush. At a young age he joined his father's
seal engraving workshop in Soho, where he continued working while also studying at the Slade,
before going on to become an independent professional engraver. From 1905 Thomas began
accepting commissions on an international scale, including from Faberge, and from 1909 was
exhibiting work at the Royal Academy and the Royal Society of Miniature Painters, Sculptors and
Gravers, alongside Salons in Paris and shows in the US. In 1912 Thomas created the Oxford
Millenary Medal, which exemplified his interpretation of the Arts and Crafts Movement.

From 1914-1917 Thomas served as a Lieutenant and later an Intelligence Officer in the First
World War, based in Belgium, during which time his main duties involved the production of
detailed, three dimensional maps and models of the local terrain. After the end of the war, and
his recovery in hospital, Thomas took up residence in 1919 at 108 Old Brompton Road,
Kensington, later bequeathed to the then named Royal Society of British Sculptors, of which he
became a Fellow in 1938. Prior to this, in 1930, Thomas married Dora Pearson, who was
commemorated by her husband upon her death when he re-named their Kensington home
Dora House. Thomas and his wife had one son, Anthony, and the three lived happily with their
much-loved dog Judy, sharing their time between homes in London and Flamstead.

A page from Cecil Thomas'’s family photograph album

Thomas volunteered for the Royal Air Force in the Second World War, serving in the model-
making section of the RAF, interpreting aerial photographs to produce terrain models. Post-war
he became a Master of the Art Workers Guild in 1946. In 1948 he designed a seal for the British
Transport Commission, and in 1953 won the competition to design the new coinage to mark the
coronation of Queen Elizabeth Il, as well as receiving an OBE.



Following the death of his wife in 1967, Thomas founded the Dora Charitable Trust in her

memory, dedicated to the advancement of British sculpture, and in the early 1970's provided a
room in Dora House for use by the Society. Thomas passed away in 1976, aged 91, and by 1986
the Society was granted the freehold of Dora House to be used as its permanent headquarters.
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Mr Cecil Thomas, OBE,
| FRBS, the sculptor, died on

| September 16 at the age of 91.

Born in 1885, he came from a
family of artists and craftsmen
and was apprenticed to his
father, a gem engraver. He
rapidly mastered this exacting
art which brought him commis-
sions from all over the world
including Fabergé from Russia.
His prodigidus industry enabled
him, while still working in the
family workshop, to study
sculpture and modelling in Lon-
don at the Central School,
Heatherly’s and the Slade.

His career was interrupted
by his service in the First
World War, in which as an in-
telligence officer, he was
severely wounded. A commis-
sion from Lord and Lady For-
ster of Lepe, to commemorate
the death of their two sons, led
to a long series of recumbent
monuments, notably those in
the Toc H Guild Church, Tower
Hill 5 Newcastle Cathedral,
Australia ; Exbury Church, New
Forest, and the figures of Arch-
bishop Lord Davidson in Can-
terbury Cathedral ; Bishop Tal-
bot in Southwark Cathedra!;
Admiral Nelson Ward in Box-
grove Abbey and Prebendary
Boyd in Teddington Church.
After the war he became
tenant, and then owner, of the
Kensington House and studios
where he lived and worked
until his death.

He also served throughout
the Second World War includ-
ing three years in the Recon-
naissance Model Making Unit,
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Medmenham and was demobi-
lized at the age of 60.

His development as a prolific
and very versatile sculptor led
to commissions for bronze por-
traits, medallions, private
memorials, marble carvings in-
cluding the memorial to the St
John Ambulance Brigade at St
John’s Gate, Clerkenwell.

His long association with the
Royal Mint brought him many
commissions for seals, medals
and coins. His crowned effigy
of her Majesty the Queen was
approved for the coins of many
commonwealth countries and
various medals. Another
crowned effigy was adopted for
the official Coronation Medal
and he was involved as a
designer in some of the reverse
designs on the coins of the new
reign.

In the past 20 years he car-
ried out a number of large
bronze groups for New Zealand
at Kings College. Auckland ;
the Public Park, Dunedin, and
at Virginia Water Reserve,
Wanganui. He' was a Free-
mason and a Past Master of
the Art Workers Guild where
his influence on high standards
in lettering and heraldry con-
tinues. His distinguished mem-
bership of the Royal Society of
British Sculptors culminated in
his creation of the Dora Trust,
devoted to the advancement of
British sculpture, which re-
mains as his living memorial.
He was made an OBE in 1953.

He married, in 1930, Dora
Margaret, yvounger daughter of
the late Alderman George Pear-
son and they had one son. His
wife died in 1967.

Cecil Thomas's obituary published in The Times, 20 September 1976

The First World War

Thomas's detailed account of the First World War is recorded faithfully in his unpublished
autobiography, thought to have largely been written in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Across
hundreds of typed and annotated pages, Thomas recalls the every-day through to the
extraordinary with poignancy, wit and emotion.

The autobiography's opening chapters give a detailed account of military training in Colchester
and then Shoreham, where Thomas was put in charge of training 3,000 men in musketry for 13
weeks, the only field training the soldiers were to receive before taking their place in the
trenches. Thomas writes, ‘The C.0. asked me to paint Germans firing from trenches and cover points
all over the camp and on the huts, so that the men got used to the idea.' Thomas continues to
oversee the men'’s training until 1916, when he is posted to Belgium.



As he begins this portion of his autobiography, Thomas ruminates on the stories of trench
warfare told by his generation after the war, and how these ‘bring mankind to shame for his
stupidity and at the same time show the grandeur of his nature, his selfishness and his unselfishness,
his bravery and his fear, and no one could spend a day in the forward areas without realizing that our
system filtered the best of our race into the most dangerous areas, and allowed loopholes for the
fearful into safer places. Thus we must have lost the great leaders who would have guided the nation
during the critical times of the next 50 years; and have had a superabundance of the rabbits, as we
called them, to fill the empty chairs.'

Thomas recounts his early impressions of warfare and the tactics used by each side: '/ suppose
most remember the first bombardment [...] known as a rumjar bombardment; large canisters about
the size of big circular dust bins were filled by the Germans with any old iron, stones etc, and
explosive, and projected from mortars to a range of 3 or 4 hundred yards,; they went about 100 - 150
ftinto the air. They wobbled about as they sailed through the air, and the thing to do was to guess
whether it was coming to your spot. The wobbling made this uncertain. When one decided it was really
going to land on you, it was astonishing how quickly one dived into the next bay of the trench. He also
recalls ‘a fantastic form of underground warfare that had developed on this static front, in which each
side tunnelled to get under his opponents’ important points, and at awkward moments blew a mine.
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our race into the most dangerous areas, and allowed loopholee for the

fearful into safer places. rhus we must have lost the great leaders
who would have guided the natlon during the oritical times of the
next 50 years; and have had a superabundance of the rabbits‘ a8 we
called t.hom,co £111 the empty ohairs.

I no sooner rerorted in the line as a reinforcement than I was
greeted by an old friend, s second Lieut. who yelled into a hole in
the ground to Binney that a pal had come to join us. Binney, who
orawled out of the hole was ¢apt. of A.Coy., holding that bit of the
1line, and was the most charming actor fellow imaginable who didn't
give a damn for anybody. me greeted me warmly and said" Let's go
and have some Bea", and led the way along the trench saying "Keep
your head down. snipers!" A sharp crack as stool hit steel; as we
moved forward he turned "Are you alright?" As he looked at me his
eyes seemed to look beycnd me, 80 [ turned too - there was my old
friend - still - in death - with two clean héles showing in his
slrapnel helmet - shot clean through the head at 107 yds range - the
first officer casualty on that section for some time. Uay and handsome
boy, Ncgret.gi,ml don't forgo‘}’my tr::;io introduction to the line.

I suppose most remember thejw first bombu‘dmnt,dho seoms comical
after the years. Lt was known as a rumjar bombardment; large cannisters
about the size of big cirelar dust bins were filled by the Germans with
any old iron, stones etc ,and explosive, and projected from mortars “bo
a range of 3 or 4 hundred yards; they went about 100 - 150 £t into the
air. thoy wobbled about as they sailed thréugh the air, and the thing
to do was to guess whether it was coming to your spot. The wobbling

Typed and annotated page from Cecil Thomas'’s autobiography



Drawing on his pre-war artistic career, Thomas begins sculpting soldiers during active service.
Amidst the chaos of an air missile bombardment he describes creating a portrait of an officer
named Solomon, grandson of the first Prime Minister of Cape Colony in South Africa, who is later
killed. Thomas manages to track down his grand-daughter 52 years later when visiting Cape
Town and delivers the portrait, writing ‘I hope it hangs somewhere where it can commemorate a
soldier from Africa who sacrificed his life for Freedom and Honour.

In the Spring of 1917 Thomas is involved in planning for the famous Battle of Messines and
recalls meeting the platoon: ‘We started the first morning with the maps to talk about our part in the
forthcoming battle. They were so keen and were trying so hard to visualise the lie of the land and what
they had to do, that it was a little while before | realised they did not know a the first thing about map
reading, and neither could they follow the aeroplane photography which was not very good. Of a
sudden I said “We will knock off now and have the talk tomorrow morning and I'll make you a model

a

which will help you to see what we have to do”.
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The winter and early espring of 1917 was spent in the ususl round
of tours in the line, short coursee and trench repsir work until
sbout larch when we went for a rest somewhere near ilazebrook to
train for the battle of Meseines didge which earned for Gen.Plumer
the distinction of being the best organised military operation of
the Westorn Front to date., Mark and I were billeted in a delipghtful
farm house, with my platoon in a burn -very comfy. . hardly knew the
men, and they were little more than schoulboys, but I thought them
& nice lot soc we started the first morning with the maps to telk
about our part in the forthooming battle. They wore so keen and were
trying e hard to visuaiise the lie of the land and what they had to
do, that it was a little while bofore I realised thoy did not know &
the first thing abtout map reading, and neither could they follow the
seroplane photographg which were not very good. Of a sudden I sald
"Wo will knock off now AWk have the talk again tomorrow morning and
1'11 make you a model which will holp you to see what we have to do".
I told Murk; he was full of enthusiasm. "What will you make 1toft"
*Oh - clay if we can find some”. So to find scme olay. Yhe buxom
housewlfe of the farm sald there was some in a fleld over thera,

Off we went with a c uple of buckets snd sure enough some very good
dark brown clay - quite good enough for the purpose - was there in
Plenty.

A flat board, a squared grid drswn on to a decent size - then 5 ‘ ,
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Typed page from Cecil Thomas’s autobiography and enclosed image of General Sidney Lawford

the ocontours drawn on,and with a wire bent to measure the height of

each contour - they were quieckly modelled, the grid lines being

marked on the edge of the bosrd, were easily merked on the clay B s
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And so begins Thomas's wartime career in model-making, as he sets off to find some clay from
the land, which forms the basis for his first model: ‘A flat board, a squared grid drawn on to a
decent size - then the contours drawn on, and with a wire bent to measure the height of each contour
- they were quickly modelled, the grid lines being marked on the edge of the board, were easily
marked on the clay [...] The men were really thrilled to see so exactly what they had to do and from
their questioning and talk it was obvious they knew where they had to go and what they were in for.



The model is regarded as such a success by Thomas's superiors that he is instructed to produce
a larger model of the whole divisional front, and further to detailed research and reconnaissance
he produces a faithful rendering, including of a particularly steep section of land on which the
battle will play out. The ability to visualise this unique terrain so clearly, becomes instrumental in
the platoon'’s tactical planning. The General orders every man in the division to view the model:
‘From the next day, groups from half a dozen officers to 500 men came on a regular time table;
adjoining divisions, tank corps, Artillery - all in their turn, and, to my delight - A Coy of my own
Battalion, the 23rd Middlesex who were going to do a sortie for prisoners, came and worked out their

operation on the model, cutting the wire, laying the tapes. The enthusiasm with which some used the
model was very heartening.

Thomas describes how the dramatic Battle of Messines plays out: ‘Zero hour was 3 a.m. when 21
mines [...] were to explode simultaneously, and the biggest barrage in War history was to open with a
quarter million men advancing in strict sequences with limited objectives [...] Lloyd George, the Prime
Minister, was waiting up at Walton Heath for the moment, saw the flash and felt the tremor as the
earth responded [...] Not a sound could be heard as we watched. During the last 10 minutes no one
even spoke - and - as the illuminated second hands on our calibrated watches touched the hour, the
darkness was split on the horizon from right to left, and left to right, with ragged streaks of fire, as
though the earth had opened, as indeed it had - and exposed a flaming inferno’.
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bad tank gz:omm was. My own Battalion saw its own objectives the
Dam Straasse after the St Eloi craters and knew exactly what they
would see from the description I gave them. 1 formed the idea that
over 10,000 officers and men studied the model, sna on the day before
the battle I was ordered to be liason officer between the 41st and ¢
the 47th divisions; and to roport at the latter's #/Q that evenings
a curious change from commanding the lisson platoon on the left of
the division that linked with the platoon on the right of the 47th
to the at.ai‘t; room controlling that bit of this important battle.
Zero hour was 3 a.m. whon £1 mines over a mile front were to
explode simultameoualy,and the biggeat barrage in War history was

to open with a guarter million men advancing in strict seguences

with limited objectives - all plannad to zo like clockwork - and it

d.

Lloyd George, the Frime Minister, was walting up at Valton Heath
for the moment, saw the flash ahd felt the tremor as the earth res-
ponded. We were all waiting on the high ground whore the 47th H/Q
overlooked the front. Not a sound could be heard as we watched.
During the last 10 minutes no one even spoke - and - as the 11luminated
second hands on our calibrated watches touched the hour, the darkness
was eplit on the horizon from right to left, and left to right, with
ragged streaks of fire, as though the earth had opened, as indced it
hed - and exposed a flaming infernc. At the same moment came the roar
of the gune, for many were near, and the whole front danced with the
myriad flashes of the barrage that started to creep forward; the

heavies that pounded the enemy starting from 10 miles behind us kept

Typed page from Cecil Thomas’s autobiography



Following the battle Thomas searches out his men: ‘Col. Haig Brown, with his uniform tattered and
torn with the wire, as were many others, was pleased to see me, said marvellous things about the
model - how they knew their way and recognised everything.'

Photograph of Colonel Haig-Brown inserted in Cecil Thomas's autobiography

Thomas is promoted to Intelligence Officer, conducting reconnaissance missions and compiling
detailed reports on the terrain and the enemy'’s position, in preparation for future attacks,
including the Battle of Passendale in October 1917. Unfortunately, Thomas is wounded by
gunfire shortly before, and the model is never produced: ‘So in this way my very small experience
of war was ending, for the next chapter was to bring a major change, far too common to far too many
in war, the common lot.

Thomas is first transferred to an infirmary in France, and then to London where he recovers in
Cadogan Square hospital: ‘Can I never forget or be grateful enough, for all the comfort and charm of
that hospital, in which | was destined to spend a great part of the next two years; from where sprung
lifelong friendships - events that altered and shaped my career’.



Recovery and re-visiting

During his convalescence in hospital Thomas learns of the fate of his division during the battle
for which he had begun preparing a model. Many had been killed due to their unpreparedness
for the terrain: ‘The appalling waste of the lives of those men, some of whom | had known since the
beginning, saddened me; and | somehow felt guilty that | had been unable to do anything to prevent it.
I also learned that someone had been asked to make a model map, but that nobody seemed to think
much of it, and evidently no reconnaissance. | cannot imagine anything more suicidal than an
incorrectly modelled map to guide a life and death infantry battle. Better none, and just use your
native wit.'

‘It made me think that one day | would like to visit the place of this tragedy. It was 43 years after that |
and my wife spent 4 days at Skindles in Poperinghe and motored round the area. We came towards
Ypres from Comines in the train, and as we left Hollebeke on the embankment, 15 feet above the
broken ground, we saw the beginning of the deadly triangle, or point, where the German strong point
had been. Now the ground, to our surprise, was still broken with holes full of water, and covered with
trees; and it was obvious that we were looking at ground untouched since 1917, with the scars of war
clothed in undergrowth and small trees.'

Thomas and his wife tour the area and talk to locals about their memories of that time. He is
very moved by his return visit, and to mark the pilgrimage and the fate of those who lost their
lives, he writes a poem:

The Damm Strasse

The Dam Street, the road of frustration of Life
will yield to the effort of man or his wife

or even a soldier bent on his task

may find that the end may not be the last

but just the beginning of a new street or road
not dammed or damned but open and broad
where we all may travel, straight and true
with plenty of room for me and you

whether you are black or brown, yellow or white
But remember

Leave your guns behind.



Typed page from Cecil Thomas’s autobiography




The first memorial commission

In 1918 Thomas finds himself back on light duty as an Adjutant in Borden, Kent with the
remaining members of his previous battalion, and describes Spanish Flu sweeping through the
camp. Thomas becomes ill, causing the wound made from shrapnel, still lodged within his
diaphragm, to become infected, sending him back to Cadogan Square hospital.

‘Here | met the handsome youth whose tragic death inspired my first important work of sculpture -
Alfred Forster - only 21, from Winchester [...] | was amazed that one could know so much at such an
age; his was the richest mind | had met, and now looking back, | see how war deprived the generation |
have lived through, of men like Alfred, who from his quality and opportunity, would have made a
marked influence on the events of his time.' Thomas's shrapnel is successfully removed, but
Forster's fairly routine operation unfortunately results in septicaemia and the young soldier dies.

‘The morning after the death of Wag Forster is vivid in my memory. The mother came to my bedside
saying “Wag told us you were an artist; could you make a sketch of him, as we would like to have a
memorial. Asking what kind of a memorial they were thinking of, and learning that it was to be a
recumbent figure, | said a model would be more useful to the sculptor, and would they mind if | made
a model. So | secured plasticene and a small board, and persuaded the Matron to let me work in his
room that night. It had to be done secretly, and | could go up at 11 o’clock, when all was quiet and |
should not be noticed as absent from the ward. It was a sad and poignant experience to model the
body of one’s friend. | worked for three hours and found it difficult to control my emotions.’

‘I had modelled to scale, down to the waist, a portrait of this handsome and finely drawn figure, with
its sensitive face and hands. But my model was of a dead man and it hurt one to look at it. After
showing it once to Wag’s parents who were obviously moved by it, | never showed it again. They
seemed so content that | should make this memorial because Wag had spoken of me, and because
they were impressed by the fact that | had been able to produce such a model under such
circumstances. | too was impressed that without having seen my work, they should have such
confidence in me, and deep were my thoughts on the strangeness of destiny, that should enable me to
live, when | should have died, and he who should have lived, thus to pass away [...] With such thoughts
I determined with God’s help, | would make him live in death, that the qualities of greatness that
belonged to him, might go sown the ages, and perhaps help to show mankind the uncounted cost of
their foolishness. Perhaps bring consolation to the many who are bereaved, by trying to convey in
bronze the immortality of the soul.

Post-war career

Thomas begins the description of beginning his post-war and post-hospital career with the
following observation:

‘Though it had been the common lot of those who had served, to go to hospital, and be nursed back to
health by devoted women, and the nation, in consequence, had become more conscious of women’s



value in national life, many had returned like Carr to find homes broken by human frailty, that same
human frailty that had precipitated our entrance into war sacrificing others for our greed and need.
On the whole I had found the war an ennobling [sic] experience, far outweighing the destruction of the
human body and spirit that was inseparable from it. | had had no emotional ties, so felt as free as
could be, to enter into what turned out to be four interesting years of hard work, and play.’

Thomas manages to secure his first post-war home and studio in South Kensington, in the
building that would later become named Dora House in memory of his wife, Dora Pearson: ‘/ was
able to enter the lovely house in South Kensington, as a tenant [...] | took my Field service camping kit,
and camped in the empty studio, starting to plan the difficult problem of furnishing and equipping
such a grand place, with very little money.

The First Four Years.
1920 =24

In March 1920 I was able to enter the lovely house in Scouth

i~

wwington, as a tenant for 8% years. I took my Field service
twping kit, and camped in the empty studio, starting to plan
. @ difficulf problem of furnishing and equipping such a grand
ace, with very little money.
I had not camped theee more than ten days, when I collapsed in
? he West End, and was taken to the Charing Cross Hospital, where an
I .;j;emergency operation was performed for a preforated stomach, from
f"’I duodenal ulceration. I was to have a further operation as soon as
I recovered from the first, to have the duodenum removed, and a
new exit made at the bottom of the stomach. The surgeon said tha
the further operation was necessary, as he had closed up the hole,
but it was too small to do the work of digestion. I asked Dr Hedleys
advice. He said the operation was a very recent surgizm 1l development,
its long term prospects were unknown; and he thought it better to
‘{\ live on fish and slops than risk it.

* —
g Charing Cross Hospital is a grim memory of terribly overworked

\ nvrses.

After I came round from the anaesthetic, as everyone knows
who has had a2 stomach operation, or probably any other, the thirst
is intense; and after my long sojourn in the Gerstley 53223 Hospital
where devoted V.A.Ds. were always at hand for such needs, I naturally
expected a drink. There seemed to be one nurse; it was about 3 a.m.,

and every time she passed I hissed as loud as I dared -"Nurse - Nurse"

Typed page from Cecil Thomas’s autobiography



Early on in his tenancy, Thomas holds an exhibition of works to display his portfolio and secures
£650 worth of commissions, including a crystal Buddha carved as a gift from Prince Purachatra
to the Emerald Temple in the Palace of Bangkok. In parallel, Thomas produces the memorial to
Alfred Forster over the course of several years. The bronze effigy shows Forster lying with his
right hand over his chest, his left arm by his side. An eagle rests at his feet and a laurel wreath by
his head. It is extremely detailed, down to showing the laces on his boots.

‘In 1924 | exhibited the recumbent figure of Wag Forster in the R.A. and it was placed under the dome
in the octagon room - the only time | occupied this coveted place. | can still feel the tingles down my
spine when | first saw it there.' The figure was later installed at Lord and Lady Forster’s local
church, St Katharine's in Exbury in Hampshire.

Later that year, Thomas is visited by his friend, the Reverend Clayton, Vicar of All Hallows church,
who had asked the permission of Lord Forster to commission a copy for his own church: ‘He
explained that he wanted it as an unknown soldier as a memorial to the Elder Brethren, as he titled
those he had known in Flanders who had died [...] There the bronze interpretation of this handsome
youth lies; his face reflecting all that is finest in the British character, epitomising all | felt about his
sacrifice and of those others | had known [...] As | sensed that my prayer that Wag should live in bronze
to do some part of the great work he would have done in life, was being realized, | felt a humble
gratitude to this man who with his vision had made it possible.’

In later years two other copies were made, one for Christ Church cathedral in Newcastle,
Australia where Lord Forster served as Governor General, and one for St John's Church in
Southend, Kent. It was Lord Forster's wish that the additional memorials would be less personal
and more universal. The version in All Hallows Church bears the inscription: ‘They Shall Grow Not
Old As We That Are Left Grow Old. Age Shall Not Worry Them Nor the Years Condemn’/ ‘At the
Going Down of the Sun and in the Morning We Will Remember Them'. This is taken from a poem
by Robert Laurence Binyon titled ‘For the Fallen’, written in 1914 at the outbreak of war.

THEY SHALL GROW NOT OLDAS WE THAT ARE LEFT GROW OLD
AGE SHALL NOT WEARY THEM NOR THE YEARS CONDEMN

f

Cecil Thomas'’s memorial in All Hallow’s Church



In his autobiography Thomas speaks very highly of the Vicar for whom the second memorial was
produced: ‘So this is how | got to know one of the most remarkable men in my generation; the only
one, in my view, who made a practical spiritual profit for humanity from the war; who strived from the
wrack and sacrifice to build a new world by reminding ourselves of those who died, by ourselves
making some sacrifice to help others. They had given everything to preserve our way of life; let us
remember them and give and help others in memory. It may seem a simple message but it takes a
genius to apply it successfully; to build the complex detail that will play the right notes in the minds of
the young men he was out to capture for God's work.'

Thomas is moved by the fact that, following the memorial's unveiling at All Hallows church, he
begins to hear touching stories of flowers being found in the figure's hands and children being
visibly moved by the statue: ‘Perhaps what pleased me more than anything else was that among
those who came and prayed beside the figure or to sit in contemplation, was Mrs Holman Hunt, widow
of the great artist who had been a great inspiration to me - indeed | liked to feel | belonged to his
order of mind and work, for was not his favourite pupil E.R. Hughes who finished the Light of the
World in St Paul's Cathedral when the Master was going blind, my favourite master - one of the most
sympathetic and gentle of all the teachers | worked under.’

Thomas recalls again his experience of making the original effigy, and writes, ‘Continually during
the four years the work was in progress my thoughts were centred on the strangeness that | should be
called to commemorate him, and resolved that | would with God'’s help make his character and
sacrifice so live in the bronze that he would at least do some of the great work he would undoubtedly
have done had he lived.

The Second Word War

In 1939 Thomas was enjoying a peaceful life and career, splitting his time between Dora House
and his family's country home in Flamstead. But Thomas describes being ever conscious of the
‘German menace’ and attending a church service on September 3 at which the congregation are
informed that Britain has declared war with Germany, and hearing the air sirens raise their
alarm almost immediately, while the service is still taking place.

Thomas receives a letter from the War Office inviting him to serve, or defer for a year. He
chooses the latter, so that he is able to complete a memorial commission in honour of Admiral
Nelson-Ward. He recounts hearing the news that Germany has invaded Belgium and about the
dramatic evacuation of British soldiers from Dunkirk, and describes the dawning realisation that
the first six months of war have been the ‘lull before the storm’.

‘As a musketry training officer of the First World War, my thoughts had been considering how I could
best do something to help in the war effort. | had already designed an anti-aircraft missile, made
careful working drawings, had them considered by the inventors boards, and received their thanks
and regrets. | now thought | would start a miniature rifle shooting club in the Village [...] and teach all
how to handle a rifle and shoot straight [...] On Monday the family went to London for Weston-super-



Mare, | for the Rifle Club place, whilst the little boats were making history at Dunkirk. Tuesday the
House of Commons formed the Home Guard, Wednesday the Village Police asked me to take
command of the Flamstead Platoon, Thursday | planned its organisation and work.'

A few months later he receives a request from the Air Ministry to take a commission in the RAF
for the defence of the airfields. Thomas is aged 55 at this point, at the top of the age limit. He
feels it is his duty to accept and is posted to West Freugh near Stranraer in Scotland, a training
station for bombers. He is later promoted to Gas Officer, training the men in how to respond to
possible gas attacks and fortifying the site against its effects.

By 1942 the war effort is building momentum. At the age of 57 Thomas is too old to be posted to
one of the fighting battalions, but becomes part of the defence force at Benson, the airfield from
which photographic reconnaissance planes flew. He also becomes involved in training the men.

‘One of the R.A.F. Officers | got to know lived not far from the camp; | dined with him and his parents
one evening in a charming country house [...] Learning | was a sculptor, he told me there was a top
secret station attached to Benson where they would be interested in me and my profession. He could
not tell me more, but advised me to ring up the Camp Commandant, tell him who | was, and what |
did, and ask if he would like to see me. I did this, and received a call back saying he would like to see
me [...] Despite my experience in the First World War, | had not got a clue as to why the R.A.F. should
take an interest in sculptors. Group Capt. Stewart proved a charming man, we had an enjoyable
conversation mainly directed to getting me to tell of my experience in the two wars. He then rang
someone on the telephone, asked if he knew a sculptor named F.O. Cecil Thomas. To my surprise he
did know of me. He asked him to come over to the Orderly Room, and interview me. It appeared he
and some members of his unit knew me as Hon. Secretary of the Art Workers’ Guild. The G.C. then told
him to show me the works and report back to him afterwards. | was delighted when | entered the large
studio to find about fifty engaged in making relief maps. The utmost secrecy was necessary because
these were the maps for the next operations on the various fronts or of places to be bombed. The
Squadron Leader was interested to learn | had made relief maps for my own division in the First World
War and said he would be glad to have my help. | welcomed the opportunity, for | found the job of
Defence Officer with no efficient assistance too strenuous.’

Thomas describes how the map making unit had evolved as the result of a few men who knew
the value of relief maps and were aware that sculptors and craftsmen were the perfect
candidates to undertake this work. He recalls that they had appointed a group of Prix de Rome
scholars who, assisted by a number of NCO's from the Camouflage section, had managed to set
this aspect of the war effort off on the right footing, and that the department was attached to
the photographic reconnaissance unit. The unit has been in operation for more than a year
before Thomas joins. He is appointed as leader of the one of the three sections, in which the
officers included watercolourists Bill Mann and Geoffrey Pimlott and the sculptor Harold Dow.

Dow is in charge of the casting processes ‘carried out by the brilliant sculptor’s assistant Bill Smith.
He and his brother Joe were sons of the studio hand not only of Sir Hamo Thorneycroft but of the
latter’s father, Thomas, before him. In the Thorneycroft studio from whence so many of London’s



bronze sculpture have come; from the Boadicea by Thomas on Westminster Bridge, to the Cromwell
near by Hamo,; had also come these three men who had helped in the ever important structural part
of all these works".

Thomas describes how a training school for would-be relief map makers was established,
preparing officers for an examination in mathematics, geometry, scale work, knowledge of
materials and accurate technique in precision work. He describes the different map-making
groups working in shift patterns and writes, ‘We became aware that in the great build up of our war
potential that had taken place during 1942 that those in control had become very relief map minded,
that Churchill used them at his early morning breakfast conferences, Montgomery demanded them,
the Imperial War Council used them.'

Thomas also recounts how his experiences in the First World War helped him to understand the
needs of the soldiers on the ground. He describes how the American officers within the map-
making division develop a ‘do-it-yourself simple way of making a small relief map’ intended to be
made on the field: ‘Remembering the need so tragically learnt in the First World War of giving those
who had to make decisions some correct information as to the kind of terrain, they were going to
encounter when they reached the area of their operations especially at night | saw these crude reliefs
might be better than nothing’.

Thomas discusses developments in technology in the context of map-making, describing how
latex moulding was being developed in industry at this time and that the need for easily
transportable relief maps was so urgent that large ovens were obtained. He recalls the sculptor
Bill Smith making moulds and producing latex casts which could be rolled up and easily
transported and unfolded.

He recounts that the usefulness of the relief map making unit began to wane as the British and
American armies swept across France and that they could not produce models fast enough for
the day to day movement of the troops. He describes the last ever model he produced during
the Second World War. This was of Walcherin, the principal island controlling the German
defence system:

‘In bombing and bombarding these islands naturally the dykes were broken, and there was
tremendous flooding. The model was returned many times for adjusting as the attack proceeded.
Churchill was very concerned about this flooding, and we had to show exactly where it had reached
every day. We all felt very sad as villages and hamlets disappeared under the encroaching waters—
and though now quite useless to them, the Germans held on stubbornly, making it imperative to
drown them out. | understand this was done with the full acceptance of the local authorities, in view of
the vital importance of clearing this important supply route. A brave decision of the people of
Walcherin which moved us map makers as we blotted out more of their fair country below sea level,
with the cruel but helpful floods [...] This was the last model of our European war.'

Thomas recalls with emotion the atmosphere of VE day, and of re-starting post-war life: ‘It was a
strange and memorable experience taking the family from Marlow to Paddington and then to Charing



Cross en route for Broadstairs on V.E. day. It reminded me of the sensations | had as a child, after
lingering between life and death in a darkened room for 6 weeks. | was carried downstairs and holding
hands with my nice big cousin Aggie, walked out into the sunlit garden and saw and felt the loveliness
of creation. It was early and London was taking its first free day for 5 years with a calm and relaxed
and happy air. One felt it pervading everything and everybody.'

The role of the Society in the creation of war memorials

Front cover of the Society’s 1919 Annual Report

The Society played a very active role in advocating for the importance of memorial sculpture, in
securing work in this field for its members, and ‘directing the character of memorials to be
erected by the various authorities’ (1919 Annual Report).

The Annual reports from the post-war years document how the Society was regularly contacted
by individuals and public bodies from around the UK and also the Colonies, to offer guidance
and connect commissioners up with sculptors who could produce suitable work. They also saw it



as their duty to ensure that adequate and realistic budgets were secured for the commissioning
of high quality works. Achieving authority in this area was the combined result of their existing
reputation and their prominent membership, in parallel with advertising campaigns in
publications including The Times: ‘Your Council is gratified at the gradually expanding influence of
your Society, as evidenced by questions on sculpture being referred to it by such public authorities as
the War Office, the High Commissioner for New Zealand, the Royal Academy, and others’ (1920
Annual Report). In the 1920 Annual Report the following achievement is recorded:

‘The various points on which advice was sought, are too numerous to mention in detail, sometimes the
question was one of site only, but whatever the enquiry was it enabled your Council to diffuse
broadcast a greater knowledge of the true intent and purposes of sculpture, and a higher appreciation
of the value and importance of taste in selection.

The one great lesson taught by your Council was, to go direct to the sculptor for sculpture and, if
deemed necessary, to engage an Assessor to advise on taste and craftsmanship, and the Council
ventures to think that their communications conveyed to large bodies of business men cannot have
failed to give food for earnest thought and consideration which, though perhaps not bearing
immediate fruit, will ultimately prove of the greatest benefit not only to members of your Society, but
the Art which it is your Society’s aim to foster and cherish.

The Society was involved with a number of realised works, including the Welsh National War
Memorial, sculptures in Folkestone, Paisley, Wrexham, Carnforth and Melbourne, and a War
Office competition for the reverse of a medal to be presented to foreign subjects who assisted
British prisoners of war. Members’ work was also shown as part of an exhibition of war
memorial designs held at the Imperial War Museum in 1925, and some was acquired for the
national Roads of Remembrance scheme, focused on building ‘highways of exceptional dignity
and beauty, with open spaces at intervals as special memorials of the Great War’' (Remembrance
Association Committee pamphlet).

President wrote to Sir Robert Witt urging that
“The National Arts Collegtion Fund” should
take steps to secure for the Nation, the original of
the famous mantelpiece by Alfred Stevens. Sir

sculptor. Mr. Reid Dick was invited to serve as
an assessor. As a result of the competition, two
members of the Society were selected to develop
their designs further. The final result has not yet

been declared.

In May, your Council was requested by the
President of H.M. Office of Works to nominate a
representative to act as an assessor for the com-
petition of designs for the Memorial statue to the
late Field-Marshal Lord Haig. Your President
was nominated for office. Your Council wish to
put it on record that before they were approached
the Office of Works had already arranged the
competition.

Of the models submitted, the majority of the
assessors placed that by Mr. Hardiman first. As
the photos of this design, published in the Press,
met with considerable public opposition, it is
understood that Mr. Hardiman has agreed to
prepare a modified design for further consider-
ation,

A President’s badge of office has, at request of
your Council, been designed and carried out by
Mr. Richard Garbe, A.R.A., and it is most satis-
factory that a badge worthy of the Society has
been produced. The cost is to be defrayed from
the money left by the Society’s first President, Sir
Thomas Brock, R.A., and as a memorial to him.

When it became known that Dorchester House
was to be demolished and its contents sold, your
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Robert Witt wrote sympathetically in reply and as
a result, this fine work by a British Sculptor was
purchased.

The President (as the Society’s nominee) re-
ported having urged the Roads of Remembrance
Committee to include amongst their chief opera-
tions, a real endeavour to get decorative British
Sculpture introduced to add beauty and interest
to the countryside and roads. In this he had so
far succeeded that a strong Sculpture Advisory
Committee had been formed to give assistance to
would-be donors as to suitability of work and its
site and setting.

The Roads of Remembrance Committee have
taken practical steps by issuing broadcast some
8,000 copies of a carefully drawn up leaflet, one
of which has been sent to each member. A good
start has already been made, as Mr. Hartwell’s
“ Goatherd’s Daughter ” is being acquired by the
National Council for Animals Welfare, and it is
proposed to erect this on an ideal site upon the
village green of Chiddingfold on the border of
Surrey and Sussex: possibly one of the most
beautiful villages in the country. It is hoped that
this movement, of great value to British sculptors,
may be taken up and gradually spread.
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Pages from the Society’s 1929 Annual Report, discussing the Roads of Remembrance scheme



