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Designing a Memorial to Conscientious Objectors (COs)
Important considerations and key objectives
No single story
There is no single definitive narrative that fits all Conscientious Objectors’ reasons, experiences or stories. There are so many different facets that 
make up the history of Conscientious Objection. I want to share the history and tell some of these stories through the memorial, acknowledging the 
individuals and organisations that have and are contributing towards a more peaceful future; showing that change starts with individuals, alone and 
together. Conscientious Objection is such a personal choice, this memorial needs to reflect that by creating a personal and thought provoking experi-
ence. 

Past Present Future
Feedback from consultation requires the memorial to look at the past, present and future of Conscientious Objection, as this is an on-going interna-
tional issue and not a static, historic moment in time. It will reflect the resilience of COs and offer hope for a future of greater peace, freedom, under-
standing and change.

Non-judgemental
The memorial will not be judgemental. It will be open to all and encourage discussions at all levels. Visitors from every walk of life, nationality and point 
of view will feel invited to come and reflect on the memorial’s meaning in a welcoming and non-confrontational way.

International Outlook
The memorial will acknowledge contributions from Scottish, British and international COs. My design process invites active input from local commu-
nity groups and schools, international CO support networks and organisations, relatives of COs and living COs from around the world.

Reflection space and live planting
The memorial will sit comfortably within its garden setting. It will have a timeless aesthetic so it enhances the gardens for years to come as they grow 
and change. It will acknowledge the war memorials in the garden, understanding their language but speaking its own truth. COs stand apart from 
the main stream, this memorial will equally aim to rethink the traditions of memorials. It will not strip those it represents of their identity or individual 
perspectives. It will be personal and inclusive. The memorial will create a space where visitors are invited to pause, engage and reflect on the various 
aspects of Conscientious Objection. Those passing by the memorial will find it an aesthetically pleasing addition to the gardens, drawing in visitors to 
discover a multitude of intricate details that are thought provoking, engaging and understandable. It will encourage long term engagement and pro-
vide an enriching experience.

Accessible
The memorial will be designed with all visitors in mind. It will be accessible to children and adults with all levels of understanding and knowledge of 
Conscientious Objection. It will use clear, understandable symbols and narratives for those new to Conscientious Objection and in depth detail for 
those with more insight. There will be easy site access for visitors. Details will be sculpted and visible at all height levels within the memorial sculpture.
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In April 1916 the No-Conscription Fellowship, NCF, 
held an emergency assembly in London in support of Conscientious Objectors (COs) and war resisters. An aggressive 
crowd gathered outside threatening to break in and violently disrupt the meeting. The chairman of the convention asked the 
2000 strong audience to show their support for the speakers silently so that their cheers would not further anger the crowd 
outside.

‘No-one who was present will forget the effect of this’; and the distin-
guished speakers were greeted with thousands of fluttering handkerchiefs, 
making the soft sound of a rising and falling breeze’ 

   -Peace Pledge Union website
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War and the use of Handkerchiefs
The previous quote is particularly poetic, strikingly visual and a powerful symbol of conscientious 
war resisters showing their pacifistic and forward thinking nature. This quote became the seed of 
inspiration for my proposal and led me on a fascinating path of research:

‘Many handkerchiefs were produced during the First World War with designs that com-
memorated or recorded aspects of war. They were commercially produced for soldiers 
to carry with them or to give to those back home as mementos’ 

   -The National Archives

During the First and Second World Wars, handkerchiefs were sent home from the frontlines to families as they were lightweight and easy to post. 
Equally families would send handkerchiefs out to their ‘boys’ as mementos of home, creating a dialogue. Perhaps they even smelled of home. 

There are many examples of war handkerchiefs being used as visual records of moments in history, locations and narratives. They could be descrip-
tive tools with the ability to educate, for example some were printed with prominent individuals’ portraits, historic battles, maps, different kinds of war-
ships and aircraft so they could be recognised at sea and in the air. Carefully embroidered in England, France and Belgium, they were made to last 
and show a more personal side of communication between loved ones during wars. Handkerchiefs were also a standard item in a soldier’s issued kit, 
creating the association of them being used to ‘raise the white flag’; the international sign for ceasefire and parlay. This is actually a positive connec-
tion to make as a symbol of negotiation and the creation of peace terms, rather than surrender.

‘During WWI silk postcards and handkerchiefs were bought as souvenirs by soldiers who were serving on the Western Front. 
Local French and Belgian women embroidered the different motifs onto strips of silk mesh’ 

-A History of the World, BBC
Were COs getting the same support? Did anyone send them handkerchiefs?
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Resourceful COs
Morse code tapped on pipes, newspapers created by writing on toilet paper with syphoned ink, needles for 
pens, COs that went to prison for their objection to fighting during WWI found ways to communicate.

The Winchester Whisper was one such newspaper produced by COs at Winchester Prison, passed around in 
secret, hidden up sleeves. This particular paper was sewn into a mail sack and embroidered on the cover with the 
words ‘COME FRIENDS AND LISTEN’.

Richmond Castle prison wall draw-
ings by WWI COs

COs drew on their prison walls, including faces of relatives, the 
number of days in prision, patterns for lace and quotes from the 
bible. These are some examples from Richmond Castle (left). 
(I imagine had COs not had their handkerchiefs confiscated on 
entry to prison they would have used them to send messages to 
each other as well.)

COs historically have created records of their experiences 
through these personal drawings and contributions to papers like 
the Flowery, Winchester Whisper and Granite Echo. Many WWI 
COs wanted others to understand their experiences so they cre-
ated these papers. 

Their resourcefulness for adapting everyday items to carry their 
message is something I propose to reflect in the memorial sculp-
ture... 

...telling their stories and the facets of Conscientious Objection 
through the use of embroidered handkerchiefs.

With a recent discussion with a number of the steering group, 
this also reflects and is in line with a long history of sewing anti-
war banners for protests and demonstrations.

The Winchester Whisperer

Lace design by CO on a prison wall
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Through my research I discovered the 

Handkerchief Tree or Dove Tree. 
Davidia involucrata is called the Handkerchief Tree as the tree’s white 
bracts flutter like ‘thousands’ of white handkerchiefs in a gentle breeze, 
reminiscent of the 1916 No-Conscription Fellowship (NCF) assembly 
audience and their thousands of fluttering white handkerchiefs.

The spectacular Handkerchief Tree is unusal, although it does grow 
in the UK, it is not common in gardens. A deciduous tree, it produces 
these white bracts (handkerchiefs) and flowers in May.

The powerful visual of the fluttering handkerchiefs of the NCF audience 
and white tree bracts connects very strongly with wHY’s vision for 
Princes Street Gardens and the Butterfly/Pavilion. They envisage ‘the 
fluttering canvas and heraldry of a field campaign’ and how butterflies 
‘flutter and float over the landscape’. 

-wHY Booklet

Handkerchief Tree in bloom with white bracts and leaves



www.kateive.co.uk
mail@kateive.co.uk

+44 (0) 7879436990

The Handkerchief Tree is also known as the Dove Tree in China and is a recognised symbol 
of peace.

This peace tree was named the Dove Tree because of the legend associated with it. Wang 
Zhaojun (52 to 19BC) was a concubine, who agreed to leave her home and marry the enemy 
Khan. Her selfless actions brought many years of peace to two warring emperors and tribes. 

Far from her loved ones and homesick, every day she sent letters home by dove. Each dove 
landed and roosted in the tree outside her family home and became the Dove Tree, a symbol 
of sacrifice and peace.

The Dove/Handkerchief tree is also particularly resilient as its seeds need to endure two 
freezing winters before they can germinate. It is one of the few trees on the approved list by 
Hammersmith and Fulham Council for planting at Wormwood Scrubs (a prison where WWI 
COs were sent).

Below you can see my sketches from a wonderful day spent at the Royal Botanic Garden 
Edinburgh in the Herbarium, looking at original Handkerchief Tree specimens.

The white bracts can grow to more than handsize. The large central flower head is made 
from hundreds of tiny flowers before it hardens to form a seed pod.
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Embroidered handkerchiefs 
A personal and accessible way to convey the history of 
Conscientious Objection, past, present and future 

Using the Handkerchief Tree as inspiration with its beautiful white bract 
‘handkerchiefs’, I propose to create a peace tree cast in bronze. Unique 
embroidered designs would be created for each handkerchief and each single 
skillfully placed stitch would then be accurately reproduced in bronze and 
permanently welded to the peace tree.

that have campaigned and worked for the rights of COs, representation of COs in 
the Non-Combatant Corps (NCC) and those that were giving aid, e.g., through the 
Friends Ambulance Unit (FAU) on the frontlines of WWI and WWII. The production of 
each handkerchief would be carefully executed. For example, the Quaker run FAU 
would be stitched on Quaker calico using the Quaker stitch (referenced from the 
Quaker Tapestry Project), imbuing the bronze with its unique texture and weave.

Contributions from living COs
Currently I am in contact with a female CO in Israel who has given me active 
input into the potential design of a handkerchief. I would aim to invite additional 
international COs to similarly contribute either a word or symbol for the 
tree, representing present COs. The Israeli CO gave me the Hebrew word for 
Conscientious Objector in the female form and also a drawing she did while 
imprisoned for refusing to do military service. With recent suggestions from the 
steering group, I would also consider who might contribute by embroidering a 
handkerchief, perhaps Veterans for Peace or maybe even the MOD itself! At the top 
of the tree would be unmarked handkerchiefs to represent future COs.

Each embroidered handkerchief would focus on a specific aspect of Conscientious Objection, allowing me 
to convey the broad spectrum and history of being a CO. Examples of the types of things for embroidering 
could include, significant moments in the history of Conscientious Objection, past present and future, important 
men and women that have contributed to the progress of objection, sacrifices and imprisonment, emblems 
for international CO support and peace-keeping organisations and symbols of resistance.  In order to convey 
these messages, the embroidered handkerchiefs could be stitched with words, initials (perhaps using varied 
international alphabets), recognisable symbols of peace, maps (for example of work camps), emblems of those

Drawing of a mandala done 
in prison by a female Israeli 
CO. Translation of the words 
Conscientious Objector into 
Hebrew by same CO, 2018.

Friends Ambulance Unit 
Handkerchief

FAU Handkerchief embroidered on 
Quaker Calico using the Quaker 
stitch
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Possible symbols, emblems and designs
For bronze handkerchiefs Nb. Where appropriate, permission for relevant logos/images would be sought prior to use.

Women’s International League of 
Peace and Freedom

War Resisters International Fellowship of Reconciliation Peace Pledge Union ICAN

Field Punishment No.1 COs in prison, postcard from 1916 British Military Service
Act for conscription

Broad Arrow used on prison
inmates clothes

The No-Conscription
Fellowship (NCF)

No More War Movement Hebrew for Conscientious 
Objector translated by current CO

Friends Ambulance Unit COs at Dyce Work Camp Women’s Peace Crusade
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Sculpting the handkerchiefs and tree
Investing in the highest quality artwork
The memorial sculpture will be very aesthetically 
pleasing, created with the finest materials 
and executed with the highest level of 
craftsmanship.

The handkerchiefs would firstly be embroidered 
onto cloth using colour appropriate threads. 
They would then be waxed in order to give 
them a draped form and to allow an adequate 
thickness to be built up for casting and 
permanent robustness in bronze. A silicone 
mold would then be taken from the waxed 
handkerchiefs in order to safeguard the work.

From these silicone molds, pure wax handkerchiefs would then be made before 
casting in bronze, finishing and patinating with the final colours. The tree would 
begin as a steel armature around which the form could be modelled. Oil based 
clay would be used to sculpt and carve the form of a young, growing Handkerchief 
Peace Tree. The trunk and branches would be textured to represent the distinct 
bark of the Handkerchief Tree. Each leaf would be individually handcrafted, so 
they have their own sense of movement and growth. The leaves and waxed 
handkerchiefs would be added to the tree so each has its own dedicated space for 
clear visibility, overall balance of form and cohesive aesthetics.

The same dedication and attention to intricate detail would be given to each part 
to ensure the highest quality artwork, as can be seen in the extremely fine details 
and textures of the Assyrian Panel, ‘Wee Shoes’ and the hand engraved nail with 
lace effect. (When possible, I undertook all stages of creation myself to ensure 
each process was executed to the highest standard, from initial models through to 
casting the finished bronzes at Edinburgh Sculpture Workshop. This can be seen in 
the ‘Wee Shoes’ and engraved nail.)

Wee Shoes’, Helensburgh Outdoor Museum, 2015, bronze, 6-9cm

ESW Creative Laboratories Edition, 2014, bronze, 15cm x 0.8cm

Assyrian Inspired Panel, 2016, bronze, 2.2m x 1m



Constructing the bronze tree
The tree would be cast in bronze and constructed around a 
stainless steel armature, making it robust enough for display in a 
public garden. The bronze handkerchiefs and bronze leaves would 
be welded permanently to the tree branches. Designed with its 
public setting in mind it would be strong enough to withstand 
whatever the outdoors may bring to it. At 2m high the detailed 
handkerchiefs will be visible to all vistors at all levels. The tree 
would look like it has been tied to a support post. Its bronze rope 
would appear to be untying and falling away with the tree ‘breaking 
free’, symbolising WWI COs undergoing Field Punishment No. 1. 

Tree ring
I propose creating a tree ring to go around the base of the bronze 
Handkerchief Tree. There are a number of metals that it could 
be cut from, namely CorTen steel, stainless steel, aluminium or 
mild steel that can be galvanised or powdercoated. I suggest 
Cor-Ten steel is the most suitable. It is permanent and virtually 
indestructible, is a beautiful natural colour and fits perfectly with the 
overall memorial. More information could be jet-cut into the tree 
ring, about the memorial, the Handkerchief Tree and perhaps even 
with the address of the memorial website.
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Example of a CorTen Steel Tree Ring2m high bronze tree sculpture
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Dyce Granite
Ground breaking WWI COs

In late 1916, around 250 COs, who 
refused military service, were sent to 
Dyce Work Camp in Aberdeenshire to 
undertake work of national importance. 
Many men were sent straight from n late 1916, around 250 COs, 

who refused military service, 
were sent to Dyce Work Camp 
in Aberdeenshire to undertake 
work of national importance. 
Many men were sent straight 
from prison and forced to do 
hard labour. One man unfor-
tunately 

prison and forced to do hard labour. One man unfortunately died as a result of the 
extreme conditions. The camp was quickly closed. Harsh treatment was common 
for COs as work camps were set up around the UK. 

The work camp at Dyce was located at Dyce Quarries, where the COs crushed 
granite for road metal. Although Dyce Quarries are now closed, I have managed 
to find some small chunks of Dyce Granite (photo above) which are close to the 
size the COs were crushing. With thanks to a local Aberdeenshire Quarry and their 
drone, I have also now been gifted a much larger piece of Dyce Granite. I propose 
to use granite crushing equipment to smash this granite into small (road metal) 
sized rough spheres, which would then be permanently attached to the bronze tree. 
I would document the granite being crushed.

The Dyce granite would sparkle in amongst the bronze, creating a beautiful 
material contrast. It would be attached inside the handkerchief bracts to represent 
the tree’s flowers/seed pods.
This would symbolise how 
WWI COs sowed the seed 
for CO rights today.

Visualisation of handkerchief bract with granite flower pod Dyce Quarries 1850s map & present day satellite image
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Bronze Handkerchiefs
The bronze handkerchiefs with granite spheres would hang 
on solid welds nestled in amongst bronze tree leaves. The 
bronze tree would be in ‘bloom’ all year, showing that the 
desire for peace never dies. A symbolic number of leaves 
could be created perhaps to represent the 235 WWI Edin-
burgh COs. 

Colour and Patina
The bronze tree would be a light bronze colour, stepping away 
from the heavy, dark patinas used for traditional war memori-
als. This finish would shimmer and catch the light. The bronze 
handkerchiefs could be tinted in a transparent white patina, 
highlighting each one and the details they contain.

CO Memorial Day
International Conscientious Objectors Memorial Day, 15th 
May, could take place at the memorial Handkerchief Tree. 
Invited supporters could be asked to place temporary rice pa-
per messages of peace and hope onto the bronze tree. This 
would bring life and changing energy to the peace tree each 
spring, the time when living Handkerchief Trees begin 
to bloom. A member of the steer-
ing group contributed that it would 
be reminiscent of Scottish Clootie 
Trees.
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Dimensions
Tree: 
2m (h) x 1.5-2m (w) canopy 
span

Tree Ring: 
900mm diameter

Gabion Seat: 
4m x 1m curved

Bronze Posts:
1 at 2m (h) x 60mm x 60mm
2 at 1.8m (h) x 60mm x 60mm

All fits within 4m x 4m footprint 
and is no higher than 2m. The 
tree height is flexible and could 
be taller if desired. Orientation 
of the memorial is also flexible, 
ideally with the tree open to the 
garden.
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Gabion Seating
A curved gabion style seat with in-built flowerbed could 
be created for the memorial to provide a reflection space. 
Drawing inspiration from the Dyce Work Camp, the seat 
could be made from Blackhills Granite, the nearest working 
quarry to Dyce. It is very close to the silver/grey Dyce 
granite in colour and grain. This could be used to create a 
flame polished slab top with a back rest. 

The bespoke gabion style baskets would be in a smooth 
curve and recessed under the slab top. They would be filled 
with crushed granite pieces to reflect the work the men at 
Dyce Work Camp undertook, smashing granite for road 
metal. These granite pieces would symbolise WWI COs 
laying the ground work for COs today and the gabion 
basket represents the defence of CO rights.

Sandblast Text
Information about the memorial could be permanently 
sandblasted into the granite back rest. A QR code linking to 
the memorial website could be discreetly added.

Paving and Access
To make the memorial accessible all year, it is advisable to 
pave the site. Simple light grey granite paving slabs could 
be laid and a step may need to be created at one side 
of the memorial to level the area. A small additional path 
could be created from the main garden path leading to the 
memorial. This would join to the paved circle at ground 
level, allowing for disabled access to the memorial.
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Community Engagement Programme
Workshops
I would propose creating a Community Engagement 
Programme based on the CO Memorial sculpture to be 
delivered at Stage 2. 

Workshops could be undertaken with local Primary/Secondary 
School(s), community and volunteer groups. For example 
school or university students could be invited to participate 
and design their own handkerchief based on Conscientious 
Objection, war resisters and peace. Embroidery workshops 
could be held in Edinburgh, Glasgow and Aberdeen. The 
steering group and Adult Learners (WEA) have already made 
suggestions of embroiderers, groups to involve and locations 
where workshops could take place. 

Exhibition
From the workshops, the final designs and all embroidered handkerchiefs could be exhibited together. 
The original embroidered cloth handkerchiefs, which were used to make the bronze casts and installed 
in the peace tree, could be exhibited alongside. This would be a colourful exhibition with all the different 
fabrics and threads used within the participants’ designs. I would aim for a collection of around 100 
handkerchiefs. They could even be sent from abroad if present day COs or relatives of COs wished to 
contribute. The exhibition would have a title, such as ‘Handkerchiefs of Peace’.

Catalogue & Archive
A limited number of printed catalogues could be created for the CO Memorial, focusing on the various 
elements of the design for the sculpture and space. Along with information about Conscientious 
Objection, there could be pages for the bronze handkerchiefs giving the history and background of each 
one, a page about the Handkerchief Tree (davidia involucrata) and a page about the Dyce granite, plants 
chosen and the engraved post(s). All collected objects and images would be handed to the Peace and 
Justice Centre, Edinburgh at the end of the project to create an archive of the memorial and related 
activities.

Primary Schools Workshop

‘What a relief!’ Adult Workshop at ESW

Primary School Workshop, bronze 
coins for an independant Scotland
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Community Engagement Contributions to date
Steering group:
-The importance of addressing the legacy of COs
-The suggestion of contacts and groups that may be involved at Stage 2 for workshops and further contribution
-Advice on whom to contact at MOD to see if they might embroider a handkerchief
-Shared knowledge and experience of contributions to other embroidery community projects, including Quaker Tapesty Project and CND banner
-The benefit of incorporating a real live Handkerchief Tree nearby in the garden
-References to Peace Poles and Clootie Trees
-Recommendations of which emblems and aspects to incorporate into the handkerchief designs

Adult Learners (WEA)
-Recommendations on the various designs and themes of handkerchiefs
-The importance of representing the contribution and role of women in supporting COs within the handkerchiefs designs
-Further research to conduct on Glasgow CO safehouse at Maryhill
-The Adult Learners liked the positive aspect of hanging temporary messages on CO Memorial day, making the memorial interactive
-Locations and groups to possibly involve in Stage 2 workshops

Present day COs 
-Female Israeli CO has had active input, sharing her experiences as a CO with me
-Contributed a translation of Conscientious Objector into her first language, Hebrew
-Donated a drawing she created whilst in prison for objecting to undertake military service 

Others contacted to inform the project
-Local Study Services, Aberdeen City Council
-Aberdeen & North East Family History Society
-Aberdeen City & Aberdeenshire Archives
-Illustrations, Library, Art & Archives, Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew
-Consulate General of Japan
-Herbarium Curator, Royal Botanic Garden, Edinburgh
-Aberdeenshire Granite & Quarry Specialists
-Scottish Prison Service, Scotland


