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The authors: Lieutenant-General Jonathon Riley served for forty years in the British Army,
much  of it  in The  Royal  Welch Fusiliers  of which he was Commanding  Officer  of the 1st

Battalion and later Colonel of the Regiment. He commanded troops of many nations, at all
levels, on operations as far apart as Northern Ireland, Central America, the Balkans, the
Persian Gulf  and Iraq, Sierra Leone and Afghanistan.  He was awarded the Distinguished
Service Order in 1996 for bravery and distinguished conduct. He was made an Officer of the
Legion of Merit of the U.S.A. in 2005. He was made a Companion of the Most Honourable
Order of the Bath in 2008. He holds the degrees of BA, MA and PhD and has published a
total of 27 books of biography and military history, including two connected with the Great
War: he edited and ghost-wrote part of Llewelyn Wyn Griffith’s Up to Mametz. . . and Beyond
in 2005; and in 2019 he published Ghosts of Old Companions. Lloyd George’s Welsh Army,
the Kaiser’s Reichsheer and the Battle for Mametz Wood, 1914 – 1916.

Lucy  London is  a  writer,  poet  and  broadcaster  who  began  researching  the  Great  War

seriously in 2012 for a series of commemorative exhibitions which were staged in various
countries.  She has published several books about the War and has dedicated websites which
cover  her  research  into  female  poets,  forgotten poets,  inspirational  women,  fascinating
facts and Great War artists; she also runs Facebook groups that encourage discussion and
networking among people across the world who share those interests. 

Following on from my earlier articles about the writer Gruffydd Dewi Roberts during
the Great War and the sculptor Maurice Lambert in the Second World War, research
by  Ms  Lucy  London,  who  has  been  researching  war  poets  as  part  of  her
Commemorative  First  World  War  Exhibition  Project,  has  re-discovered  another
literary figure of The Royal Welch Fusiliers. This is Captain William Geoffrey Thomas,
who served in the 9th Battalion of the Regiment and later in the Machine Gun Corps. 

William Geoffrey Thomas was born in Wrexham, Denbighshire, on 11 March 1883.
His  parents  were  the  Reverend  John  W.  Thomas,  Vicar  of  Bwlch-y-Cibau,
Montgomeryshire, and his wife Mary, née Parry. Mr Thomas moved to Oswestry in
1895 and then later to a parish in Holywell, Denbighshire. William’s siblings were
John G.P. Thomas (known as Parry), born in 1884, Mary C. Thomas, born in 1886,
Ruth  M.  Thomas,  born  1888  and  May  J.  Thomas,  born  in  1891.1

William  attended  Oswestry  School  from  1895  to  1902.   The  school  had  been
founded in 1407 and after Winchester is the second-oldest ‘free’ school in Britain
(that is, independent of the Church), under the headmastership of Mr John Jordan
Lloyd-Williams.2 Here, William excelled both in scholarship and on the sports field,
for he was a member of both the Cricket and Football XIs.  He went on to study
English at Exeter College, Oxford and graduated in 1905. He then became a master
at Queen Mary’s Grammar School, Walsall, teaching English and History, and kept
up his interest in sport by playing full back for Walsall Town Football Club. 

In March 1914 it appears that William went to Canada to begin a new life in farming3

but  when  war  broke,  he  enlisted  on  21  September  into  the  8th Battalion  (90th

Winnipeg Rifles),4 a Militia infantry regiment of the Canadian Expeditionary Force
which had been authorised on 10 August 1914. This battalion recruited in Brandon
and Winnipeg, Manitoba and Kenora and Port  Arthur, Ontario. This gives a clue
about  where  William  was  living  at  the  time.  The  battalion  was  mobilized  at
Valcartier,  Quebec  under  the command of  Lieutenant-Colonel  L.J.  Lipsett.5 Here,
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William became No 918 Private W.G. Thomas. His attestation papers describe him as
5 feet 10 inches tall, slight in build with brown hair and brown eyes. As an educated
man, he was rapidly promoted and by the time the Winnipegs shipped to Britain on
1 October 1914, he was a sergeant. The battalion disembarked in France on 13
February 1915 as part of 2 Canadian Infantry Brigade, 1st Canadian Division. The
battalion was present at Ypres during the second battle there in April of that year.6

Although the details are not clear,  it  appears that before the battalion went  to
France, William was offered the chance of a commission in Kitchener’s New Armies –
again, probably because of his education. Any man with a university degree was a
good catch for the rapidly expanding British and Imperial forces. On 25 January
1915 he was reduced from Sergeant to Private at his own request and then struck
off strength on 2 February, leaving the Winnipegs at Larkhill on Salisbury Plain.7

Given his place of birth, William was commissioned into the Royal Welsh Fusiliers,
whose peace-time depot was located at Hightown Barracks, Wrexham. In May 1915
the depot moved to Litherland Camp near Liverpool and it is possible that William
went through officer training there. On 22 July 1915, William was commissioned as
a  Temporary  Second  Lieutenant  in  the  9th Battalion  of  the  Regiment  and  was
promoted on the same day to Temporary Lieutenant.8 The 9th Battalion had been
formed at Wrexham on 9 September 1914 and came under the command of 58
Infantry  Brigade,  19th  (Western)  Division.  It  then  moved  to  Tidworth  but  by
December 1914 was at Basingstoke. It  returned to Tidworth in March 1915 and
embarked for France, landing at Boulogne on 19 July 1915,9 where William joined it
a short time later. In  the 9th Battalion, he was  a contemporary of Glyn Roberts,
brother of the writer Gruffydd Dewi Roberts, whom he would have known well.

William was employed as the battalion’s machine-gun officer, responsible for the
training  and  employment  of  the  battalion’s  Lewis light-automatics  and  Vickers
medium machine guns. During the war, the 9th Battalion developed a reputation as a
ferocious fighting unit  with a magnificent record of decorations for bravery and
distinguished conduct. The battalion took part in the Battle of Loos in September
1915,  losing  its  Commanding  Officer,  Lieutenant-Colonel  H.J.  Madocks;  the
adjutant; three of its four company commanders; five other officers and twenty-four
men killed. There were also another four officers and 129 men wounded and eighty-
five men missing – a total of fourteen officers and 239 men lost.10 In March 1916,
William was promoted to Temporary Captain.11 In July 1916, the battalion fought on
the Somme where again its casualties were heavy: three officers and forty-two men
killed, ten officers and 240 men wounded. William was indeed fortunate not to have
been among their number. As a result of his service that year, William was awarded
the  Military  Cross  in  the  New  Year’s  Honours  for  1917,  although  no  citation
survives.12

In 1917, William transferred to the Machine Gun Corps, in which he completed the
rest of his war service. He was discharged with the honorary rank of Captain in July
1920,  with  the M.C.,  the  1915 Star,  the  British  War  and Victory  Medals  and a
mention in despatches.13 

William’s  brother,  John G.P.  Thomas,  also attended Oswestry School from 1895
to1902. At school, he was a sub-monitor and like his brother, played in both the
Cricket and Football XIs. He was, it seems, a first-class centre half was accounted a
most charming young man.  He was known as ‘Parry Thomas’ and became a well-
known  motor  engineer  and  racing  car  driver  and  was  a  contemporary  and
competitor of Major Henry Segrave and Malcolm Campbell. In April 1926, driving a
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27-litre Higham Special ‘Babs’, he set the world land speed record at just over 170
m.ph. This record was broken by Malcolm Campbell in February 1927 and on 3
March, John Parry Thomas was killed on Pendine Sands in Carmarthenshire when
trying to take back the record, the first man to be killed in pursuit of this goal.14 

After the war and his demobilisation, William did not return to Canada but took up a
place as a master once more at Queen Mary’s Walsall. In June 1927, he married Rita
Prentice in Walsall, who was nineteen years his junior.  By 1939, he was the Second
Master at the School, going by the nickname of ‘Old Crop’:15 the census of that

year shows  that  he  and Rita lived  with  their  ten-year-old  son,  John,  in  Lichfield
Street. He later moved to be assistant headmaster at Sandwell  School, Streatley,
until his retirement in 1954.

William’s literary career seems to have begun in the earliest days of the war. His
first poem, 1914, appears in a collection of his works entitled Amateur Soldiers, a
volume published by Old Royalty Book Publishers, John Street, Adelphi, London in
1928. A copy of this is held at Harlech Library and Institute – a small, century-old
charity  in  Wales,  set  up  by  Jim  and  Sheila  Maxwell  as  a  community  reference
library.16 The book was presented to Coleg Harlech in 1961 by Professor Stanton
Whitfield.

1914
Up from the sea, across the square

An alien host swings by,
With khaki clad and curious stare

And valour in their eye.

But the grey walls of Calais
Her ancient days recalled:
“We knew you long ago
As masters in war’s craft:
As deadly still your shaft
As when you were our foe?”

A whistle sounds and the long line
At ease rests in the shade – 

(A Christ hangs on the wayside shrine,
A deer darts down the glade).17

More poems in the volume cover the whole of his war service: Richebourg St Vaast,
Festubert and Loos in 1915; a series of poems in 1916 one of which, ‘Corporal
Nym’, recalls, like ‘1914’, Shakespeare’s  Henry V.  Some poems of this year, like
‘The Coward’, ‘The Assault’, ‘Death’ and ‘The Bellicose Non-Combatant’, echo the
emotions  and opinions of  Siegfried  Sassoon at  this  time:  impatience with  false
patriotism at home, a feeling of camaraderie among fighting men of all nations and
a sense of hopelessness. The final poems cover 1919 and the aftermath of the war,
finishing with a reflection in 1928, the year of publication and a decade on from the
armistice as well as a poem on the theme of the village war memorial, so common
in England and Wales and bearing so many names of their sons. William also had a
later set of non-war poems published under the title of The Pass of the Acorn-Cups.
Neither volume is now easily found.18 In addition, Catherine Reilly notes a small
poetry collection entitled The Song of the Lewis Gun,19 by Thomas and A.S. Barnard –

a copy is in the British Library.  Barnard’s identity is uncertain, however it could be
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Second Lieutenant Arthur Seaton  Barnard of the Cyclist Corps who, like Thomas,
was an Oxford Graduate.20 He also composed the school hymn of Queen Mary’s,
Walsall – ‘Father Supreme’ – in July 1924.

In later life William took up watercolour painting. One of his pictures was accepted
by the Royal  Academy;  he also took a touring exhibition around Britain and to
Canada and Australia. He died on Saturday 1 May 1960, having suffered for several
years with Polio.21
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