
Preb ‘Tom’ Thomson 

It is very much an oversight that I have not written about Preb 
Tom before because many of you will have your own memories of a 
man who made an indelible mark on the parish. The reason for my 
delay was lack of material. Yes, I could have gone around various 
people and asked them for their memories but that takes  a lot of 
time. Then, into my lap, so to speak, John Turnock dropped a bundle 
of tapes, saying that he thought these might be useful to me. Useful is 
an understatement; they are absolutely brilliant. It’s not easy doing 
oral history. I find that I let people just talk and when the interview is 
finished I come out and wish I had asked this or that. So I am very 
impressed with John’s work; the way he sets out the purpose of the 
interview and the questions he asks, sensitively, to keep the 
interviewee on track. The purpose of the interviews was to look at 
education in Worfield as part of research towards his PhD. This 
particular tape was recorded in 1992. 

Preb Tom succeeded Stanley Moore as Vicar of Worfield in 1956. 
Tom says that Sir Oliver Leese encouraged Stanley Moore to move 
on by saying that if he stayed in Worfield any longer he would be 
there for life. That is not quite how it happened. Stanley Moore may 
well have asked Oliver Leese for his advice but he had quite 
unexpectedly been offered the Rectorship of Cheadle Hulme in 
Staffordshire. Although he was happy in Worfield, the stipend was 
very small for a man with a family. Moore decided that he must leave 
and hoped that the next vicar would prove to be a worthier parish 
priest for you than I have ever been. (Parish Magazine December 
1955) 

Preb Tom was an unlikely candidate for Worfield post as he was 
in his second year as a curate so on paper didn’t have the experience 
for the job. Lady Leese was the Patron of the living and whereas 
today the Patron might rubber-stamp a candidate which has been 
recommended by Lichfield, in those days the Patron clearly took a 
more proactive approach. Margaret Leese spoke to her husband and 
asked how they were to go about finding a candidate and Sir Oliver 
said, ‘You need to speak to Harry’ and, of course, Harry knew 
someone and Preb Tom was shortlisted and in essence lined up for 
the post. The Bishop of Hereford thought Tom should withdraw from 
the shortlist and Tom admitted that he was embarassed about being 
put forward but when the Bishop suggested he might not be up to the 
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job Tom was determined not to withdraw. Reluctantly the Bishop 
allowed the appointment to take place but refused to induct the new 
vicar.  

Stanley Moore was considerably more gracious and ‘eased’ Tom 
into the parish. One piece of advice was invaluable - never do 
anything unless Sidney Knowles approves.  

Sidney Knowles was then the headmaster and was one hell of a 
man. Not only was he an outstanding schoolmaster, he was the head 
of the Rural District Council and a member of Rotary and several 
other groups. It was Stanley Knowles who taught me how to chair a 
meeting. Too many chairmen at the end of a discussion say “is there 
anything else?” Knowles’ approach was to say,”well I think we have 
spent enough time discussing that so let’s move on.” 

Before training for the ministry, Preb Tom had been in the 
merchant navy. He rose through the ranks and reached the merchant 
navy equivalent of admiral. This gave him a pension of £1400 which 
when added to the stipend of £750 meant that he could live pretty 
well. In 1992 he reflects how the parish has changed. When he began 
in the late fifties the parish had at least six people of some 
consequence who were churchgoers, and that helped me. The school 
managers included Norman Forbes from Hilton, Sir Edward Foster 
from Newton, George Ridley, Miss Cunliffe from Bradeney and Lt 
Colonel Perkins, who lived at the Batch. He was a mild mannered 
man who had a DSO and MC. There was also, of course, Sir Oliver 
and Lady Leese who were a great support to the parish. On one 
occasion we needed some money. The General (Oliver Leese) had a 
cactus farm and he would regularly get a thousand people there. Sir 
Oliver offered the loan of the gardens so that we could raise the 
money we needed. We could have the gardens on the Saturday and 
Sunday if, by 10 o’clock on Monday morning, there was no sign that 
we had been there. He advised that we should insure against bad 
weather because the weather was unsettled. I wouldn’t have bothered 
but it would have been discourteous not to follow this advice. On the 
day, it rained a little in the morning, and a rain gauge was there to 
measure how much rain we had. The weather brightened up and I 
thought no more about the insurance until I received a cheque in the 
post for the amount we had insured for. It turned out that two of the 
schoolchildren had topped the rain gauge up! I was in a moral 
dilemma but decided that least said soonest mended was the best 
approach. 



When I went to Worfield the school was effectively a secondary 
modern. It was in 1963 that it became a primary school when the 
secondary modern was built in Bridgnorth. Sidney Knowles applied 
for the headship but he was too old to get it and remained at 
Worfield. As headmaster of a secondary school Knowles had been an 
administrator and now he had to go back to teaching. He was 
affected very badly by what he must have as seen as a demotion. I 
went to Shrewsbury Education Department and told them that they 
had knocked Sidney Knowles’ world from under him and they hadn’t 
even had the courtesy to thank him for what he had done. They put 
that right and Sidney continued at the school until he retired.  

The organist when I went to Worfield was Harry Bayliss. He 
owned a chain of cinemas in Wales with restaurants attached at a 
time when they made money. he also arranged choir outings to 
various places in Wales. Harry Bayliss wanted an exclusively boys 
choir but there were only eight or ten choristers and it wasn’t 
enough. Two or three men also sang, Bob Adams was one, even 
though Bayliss discouraged it. When Harry Bayliss was away, 
Michael Lloyd played the organ but Bayliss said it was an outrage 
because his fingers were too big to play a single note.  

When Harry Bayliss died Michael Lloyd took over as organist. He 
was unwilling at first because he was playing at Pattingham Church 
and was not attached there. He liked the arrangement of not being 
attached but agreed to play the organ at Worfield for a trial period. 
One thing he did insist on was a four part choir. Lloyd created an 
excellent choir by all accounts and on one occasion  they went to 
sing at Hereford Cathedral. 

So there we are, a little reminder of Preb Tom. Lest the extracts I 
have chosen make him sound rather meek and mild his personal 
opinions were sometimes very definite. He tells a story of going into 
school to speak with Sidney Knowles and finding him alone in a 
room drawing a picture on the blackboard. Well Sidney, I said, this is 
completely out of character. I thought all artists were nitwits. 



Preb Tom and the choir on an outing

Preb Tom still looking after St Peter’s
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