L ouis Somme

an intriguing migrant craftsman

Louis Somme was a talented French die-maker and sculptor in precious metals
who came to Australia in 1925. For the next 25 years, Somme was an specialist
with his own workshop, contracted by firms such as W J Sanders and
Angus & Coote to create sculptural works. During the hard times of

the Depression, he was gaoled for making dies for forging coins.

Rose M. Phipps (designer), Commemorative medallion
for ‘Harbour Bridge Sydney. N.S.W opened March 19
1932 Medallist: Louis Somme for Angus & Coote,
Sydney,1932. Bronze, d 63 mm.
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Auguste Louis Somme was born in Paris,
18 May 1870. He was the son of Hilaire
Somme, shoe manufacturer, and his
wife Virginie Fayot.! On 23 July 1896,
Louis Somme married Odille Marie
Sailler, eldest daughter of Charles Sailler
(deceased) and of Melanie Milleret,
widow, in Paris.? He emigrated from
France in 1925 and died in Sydney, aged
81, on 2 July 1951.2

Louis Somme was a highly
accomplished sculptor and medallist who
presumably received his training in Paris.
One can but ponder the circumstances
that led this skilled craftsman at the age
of 55 years to leave Europe for Australia.
It is likely that he came to Sydney under
the assisted migrants scheme; Louis
Somme arrived in August 1925 on the
SS Beltana,* a P&O migrant passenger
liner which travelled the company’s
secondary route from London to Sydney
via the Cape of Good Hope.’

Vocational immigration to Australia
was encouraged in the early decades of
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the 20th century and employers could
nominate immigrants with special
skills under the Contract Immigrants
Act of 1905. In Sydney the larger
manufacturing jewellery companies,
including Angus & Coote and Rollason
and Co. brought jewellers, silversmiths
and metal craftsmen with specific
skills from Britain and Europe to their
workshops in Sydney, where they in turn
were to train Australian apprentices.

James Byrne, a life-long employee of
Angus & Coote who became factory
manager, recalled Louis Somme being
employed by the company in the mid
1920s as the die-maker for its low relief
medallions and medals.® Gold and silver
medals and medalets were highly popular
items of jewellery through the first half
of the 20th century. Angus & Coote was
then one of the larger makers supplying
sports associations, schools, unions etc.
Many were worn as fobs attached to
gentlemen’s watch chains.

Somme left after a short period
but was later contracted by the
company to make dies for medallions
commemorating the opening, on 19

March 1932, of the Sydney Harbour
Bridge. The medallion, designed by Rose

M. Phipps, was minted in bronze and
silver by Angus & Coote.” It would have
been struck on dies crafted by Louis
Somme (plate 1).

In the midst of the Great Depression,
Louis Somme was induced to make dies
for the counterfeiting of Australian two-
shilling pieces. The counterfeiting of silver
coins, in particular the two shilling florin,
was rife at the time, the majority of the
fakes being hot metal poured castings
rather than minted die-struck coins.?
However the dies crafted by Somme were
used to produce standard sterling silver
coins that were die-struck (plate 2).

On 11 November 1932, the police
raided the Security Safe Company’s
premises in Alexandria where they found
a press, punching and rolling machinery,
and a large quantity of counterfeit coins
in the cellar. The press operator, Harold
Roy Williams, 38, engineer and his
assistant James Wallace, 31, were arrested
and Williams was charged with having
made counterfeit coins resembling
florins between 1 March 1931 and 11
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