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Two objects made by French Prisoners-of-War in Lancaster City Museum 
 

by Andrew White 

 
The collections of Lancaster City Museum contain two hand-made objects which display all the hall-marks 

of French Prisoner-of-War workmanship.  They are: 

 

1)  a wooden work box decorated all over, except on the base, in stained split-straw marquetry.  This 

technique was introduced into England by French prisoners-of-war in the period of the Napoleonic wars, 

and was unknown in England before.  It was given by the executors of the late John Cutts in the 1920s and 

has the accession number LM326a.   John Cutts was a local dentist who set up in practice in 1871 and died 

at his house in Regent St in 1922. [Lancaster Guardian 21/1/1871; 18/2/1922] 

 

2)  a child's games compendium in wood and bone containing bone dominoes and playing cards.  It was 

given by Mr & Mrs Slee in 1975 and has the accession number  LM75.59 

 

 
 

French Prisoner-of-War artefacts are relatively commonplace in museums.  They include a wide repertoire 

of which the best-known examples are large and small warships, made traditionally of bone from the meat 

ration, complete with bone sails and, usually, some mechanical device such as thread-operated gun-decks, 

allowing all the guns to be run out simultaneously.  But the range is much wider and includes wheeled 

bone guillotines (very appropriate for Revolutionary France), windmills, and a wide range of other 

mechanical toys.  While bone is commonplace, wood is also used, and ranges from fine boxwood for ship 

models to coarse blocks of deal which were used as foundations for decorative bonework.  One of the 

largest collections can be seen at Peterborough Museum and consists of articles made at the large 

neighbouring Napoleonic prison-camp of Norman Cross. 

 

Thanks to pioneering work of researchers such as Freeston [E. C. Freeston, Prisoner of War Ship Models 

1775-1825, 1973] it has been established that these articles were made by teams of prisoners, many of 

them with little or no previous experience, led by skilled craftsmen, and particularly by the ivory-workers 

of Dieppe or of Brittany.  These teams worked on making individual components according to their ability, 

the larger cruder elements going to the most cack-handed, the fine details and mechanisms going to the 

skilled artisans. While some bone may have come from prisoners’ soup rations it seems more likely that 

the materials were traded with guards or visitors and that the finished articles were traded at unofficial 

‘sales’ at the prison gates for money, food, and more raw materials.  The ultimate goal was probably 

twofold: to while away the days of imprisonment with useful and communal labour, and to supplement the 

appalling prison food supply. 

 

Because of the huge number of prisoners taken by both sides in the wars between the 1770s and 1815 and 

especially 1792-1815 they had to be accommodated all over the two respective countries.  Some were held 

in specially-constructed prisons, such as Norman Cross or even Dartmoor, while others were placed in 

hulks, ordinary prisons or even, in the case of officers on parole, in commandeered houses.  Thus there 

were hundreds of makeshift prisons and hundreds of sources of such artefacts.  Relatively few artefacts 

have reliable provenances , and it is all too easy for items to gain a spurious local provenance. Lancaster 
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Castle has long been suggested as one of the ordinary prisons holding French POWs but proof has only 

recently been established from the MS of a travel journal in Rotherham Library [2/FI/1] by the 

Yorkshireman Richard Holden in 1808: 

 

“... the Castle worth seeing and the View from the Terrace & from the Church Yard charming - the 

Additions of the Law Courts in the Castle finely done in good gothic taste by Gandy the Architect - 

but the passages for the Suitors dangerously narrow - the prisoner into the bar through the Trap Door 

& conveyed out again the same way - Many French prisoners in the body of the Castle now....” 

 

Thus it is possible, although impossible to prove, that these two artefacts were actually made in Lancaster 

Castle.  The only intriguing piece of evidence is that the games compendium contains dominoes which 

number up to double nine.  Recent correspondence in the Guardian newspaper suggests that dominoes with 

a double nine are a specifically Lancashire phenomenon.  If prisoners were making artefacts to order, it 

would be natural for them to follow local tastes and peculiarities. 

 

Description 

 

1)  Work Box.  Size 255 x 180 x 114 mm overall.  It consists of a hinged lid with a lock at the front, an 

upper section of two raised compartments with hinged lids, a central lower unlidded compartment, and a 

drawer in the base, retained by a cranked pin running down through the front of the box. 

 

The lid, back and two sides are decorated with a scene of walls, trees, a river and houses, which looks 

generic rather than a representation of any particular place.  The front is inlaid with floral and geometric 

designs, like that of contemporary furniture. The base and external corners are covered in blue paper.  The 

drawer knob and the lock plate are carved from bone. The wood is thin sectioned and better quality than 

most POW work.  The lid appears to be of oak, the rest of softwood.  Presumably the screws, nails and 

lock were brought in ready-made, but it is not impossible that they are also POW work. 

 

Inside, the interior of the lid, 

the bottom of the lower central 

compartment and two hinged 

lids to side compartments, as 

well as the interior of a lower 

drawer, are all decorated with 

scenes like those described 

above.  The interior edges of 

the drawer and of the 

compartments are all decorated 

in a diagonal striped pattern. 

All the decoration is achieved 

by using split straw marquetry, 

the straw being either natural 

or stained to one of three 

colours, light brown, dark 

brown or green.  The colours 

look as though they have been 

achieved with minerals such as 

iron and copper.  Damage and 

fading are most apparent on the 

outside of the box, exposed to 

light. The interior of the 

bottom drawer retains almost 

its original colour scheme. 
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2)  Compendium.  Size 268 x 100 x 90 mm overall.  The body is a rectangular box of coarse wood, the 

upper edges of its sides internally grooved to take a triangular-section lid.  A groove at each end suggests 

that it originally had a longitudinal divider. 

 

The sides, the ends and the lid are all provided with ‘windows’ of thin glass retained by bone strips and 

revealing crudely painted pictures on paper, each set in a recess in the wood, three to each side, one to each 

end, and six to the lid, three on each side of it. Three of these are missing and a fourth has lost its glazing.  

The pictures are of three types;  conventionalised buildings, people and flowers.  The two surviving people 

look like actors on a stage, with draped curtains and prominent boards.  

 

The bonework covers most of the exterior and consists of two long strips marked out for cribbage counters 

along the top edges, with a series of half-round perforations along the outer side, a central rib on the lid, 

with alternating runs of half-round and tooth-comb perforations on each side, and combined legs and 

corner pillars, three of which survive. At each corner on top are decorative finials while at the sides and 

ends are bone plates formed as hanging swags. 

 

Inside are an almost complete set of dominoes and of playing cards, all made of bone, the dominoes 30 x 

15 x 4 mm, the cards approx. 20 x 30 x 1 mm.  The dominoes, which run from double nine to double 

blank, are missing only double eight, five/four, and one/blank. The complete set would be fifty-five.  They 

are exquisitely made.  The cards are missing twelve in all, including three court cards.  The dominoes were 

made as uniform blanks, then marked with a line across the middle with a fine saw, then drilled with the 

requisite number of spots, lines and spots being emphasised by a stain such as lamp black rubbed in.  The 

number cards are all hand painted in red or black but many of the symbols are now barely legible through 

wear.  The court cards are painted in red, green, yellow and black. 

 

Even allowing for the missing cards and dominoes, there is still room for another game in the box.  The 

cribbage markers on the edges would have been used with the cards. The missing items are likely to be a 

bone teetotum, counters and dice. 

[cf. J. Baddeley, Nautical Antiques and Collectables, 1993, p.100] 

 


