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HELANA TYM 
Interview by Katy Regan

Helena, from Caversham, Berkshire, is the mother of 
Rifleman Cyrus Thatcher serving in 2nd Battalion 
The Rifles who was killed on June 2nd 2009, in an 
explosion whilst on patrol in Helmand province.  

He was 19. 



We haven’t taken many photographs  
since Cyrus was killed, because all 
we see, when we look at them, is 
the one face that isn’t there. That’s 
why, when we were approached 
about this project, we wanted to 
do it, because it conveyed exactly 
how we feel. There is this space 
all the time, and I feel it very 
physically, so to be able to show it 
in a photograph is really important. 

Cyrus was born knowing he 
was the middle child, kicking and 
screaming. I was his mummy and 
nobody else’s. He’d often joke, 
“Mum say you love me” and I’d say, 
“of course I love you” and he’d say, 
“No, say you love me the most.” 
(i.e. more than his two brothers). 
He was demanding and cheeky and 
vivacious; explosive, funny and 
very loving. We miss him a lot. 

He always wanted to be on 
the frontline, he wanted to be a 
rifleman and when he went out to 
Afghanistan he was a light machine 
gunner which was interesting 
because even though he was quite 
tall he was slight, and they’re really 
heavy guns - not light in any sense 
of the word - but he just loved it, it 
was exactly what he wanted to do. 

He didn’t want us to hate the 
army, because it was what he had 
chosen. He did say that anybody 
who says they’re not scared is a liar. 
It is very frightening out there. But 
it’s also very exciting and it made 

him feel alive, and like he was 
doing something positive, and that 
made him feel good about himself.

He was due to come home 
on leave in July or August, but 
then at about twenty past ten at 
night on June 2nd, we were just 
going to bed, when these two men 
walked up the drive with suits 
on. I remember thinking it was 
strange that they’d come round so 
late, and then suddenly it was like 
‘something’s not right something’s 
happened to Cyrus’ and as soon 
as they said “is there somewhere 
we can sit down?” I thought, he’s 
obviously not in hospital, its worse. 
I think my actual words were: “I 
am not going to sit down while 
you tell me my son’s been killed.” 

Zac didn’t look me in the eyes 
for almost a year. He said, “I can’t 
look at you because I can’t bear 
to see the pain.” Zac and Steely 
lost their childhood that day. We 
changed instantly. I stopped being 
the mum I was, Rob stopped being 
the dad he was. Because we are 
such a close family, it shattered us 
into a million pieces and we’ve 
gathered those pieces back together 
over the last six years, but there are 
huge chunks missing in all of us. 

The hardest thing when they 
told us he had been killed, was 
that Cyrus wasn’t physically here 
and I just wanted him, now, 
teleported this instant but they 



only have certain flights that 
they can bring them back on. 

He came home on the Friday, 
after the Tuesday that we’d been 
told. When the plane carrying 
his body flew past us as we 
stood on the runway I felt this 
feeling, not like a ghost, but like 
a sound wave, it was physical and 
Rob and I just looked at each 
other and he said, “he’s home,” 
because he felt it too. We felt it. 

We had to see him in his coffin, 
because it was our last chance to 
be together as a family and if we 
hadn’t done it, we would have 
regretted it forever. But it wasn’t 
him. The essence of him had gone, 
so you were just left with the shell 
of a child, a waxwork. I asked 
the lady at the undertakers for a 
lock of his hair because I used to 
stroke it all the time and it used 
to really irritate him especially 
when he was watching football. 
So she cut some of his hair for 
me, and I have it in this little glass 
vial that I wear around my neck.

He absolutely loved the army 
but he knew that if he died it would 
be because he joined the army. 
And he didn’t want us to hate it 
because it is what he chose to do.

It was wonderful to hear 
Cyrus’s own words in his letter, 
but at nineteen he had absolutely 
no concept of what sort of impact 
his death would have on us. He 

wanted us to be able to continue 
our lives and ‘celebrate a great life’. 
But as a parent you can’t, how can 
you …? People say to us, “you need 
to celebrate his life” and I’m like, 
well actually I can’t celebrate the 
fact that he’s died. But at 19, Cyrus 
won’t have understood that and 
perhaps that’s a blessing in disguise. 

Cyrus died of catastrophic 
lower body damage. When the 
coroner came, he said to us if we 
ever wanted to know, we could get 
in contact with them but for me 
it’s like, do I really need to know 
every single injury? No I don’t. 

We went to the inquest for 
Cyrus’s sake, but also to show our 
respect for the soldiers who were 
with him when he was killed. In 
fact, we met the guy who was the 
person that shared that last breath 
of air with him - who probably saw 
him blink for the last time. That 
was so important for us because we 
didn’t want anybody to feel guilty; 
I didn’t want survivors’ guilt for 
them. They have enough as it is.

As Rob says, the one that’s not 
here is the one that consumes you. 
He was a very demanding person 
in life and he’s just as demanding in 
death. We have two other children 
but they’re here, we can talk to 
them, we can see them, we can hug 
them, we can share a Sambuca with 
them … so yeah, it’s the one that’s 
not here, that’s what’s missing.



We got five boxes back with his 
stuff in and we had to sort them. I 
walked out of the room and that’s 
probably the only time Rob got 
cross, he said “don’t you dare walk 
away. What on earth makes you 
think I can do this and you can’t?” 
So we sat and we did it, but most 
of his stuff went. The boys have 
some of his clothes - his jeans and 
his leather jackets because Cyrus 
always liked to look nice and we 
kept things like his driving licence 
and his passport. But even that is 
a kick in the teeth - because they 
come back with holes punched 
in them to make them ‘void’.  
That’s just what the army do.  

After Rob was diagnosed with 
PTSD, he had a treatment called 
EMDR which is a technique they 
used on Vietnam war veterans. 
The way the therapist describes 
it, is that you’ve got a room (your 
mind) and you’re trying to fold 
your clothes up and put them in a 
drawer but it doesn’t matter how 
much you try, they don’t fit, so 
what you need to do is turn around 
because there’s a bigger drawer 
behind you. It’s basically getting 
your brain to stop stopping on that 
one point and to move the grief and 
the trauma somewhere where it’s 
still relevant, but it’s a safer place. 
So it’s not all consuming anymore. 

The boys know how we feel 
because they know we have 

changed. They accept it, but I 
think they struggle even to think 
we’re sad to be honest. I think 
they’ve realised that the world has 
turned on its axis and that we all 
changed that day. I don’t think 
they hold anything against us. 
The relationship is too strong. 

It’s difficult because they 
remind me of Cyrus and they 
remind each other of him too. 
They sound so similar, they walk 
the same way, they have very 
similar humour, and if they’re 
laughing - the combination of Zac 
and Steely’s laugh is just Cyrus. 

Memories are sad for Rob 
and I because, like Rob said, we 
feel like we can’t ever have those 
again but one I have which is still 
lovely, is when we went skiing 
in Canada. They (Rob and the 
boys) all went off-piste, swishing 
through the trees and Rob started 
singing the James Bond theme 
tune and as they came down the 
mountain all I could hear were 
peels of laughter echoing on the 
mountainside. So yes, it’s really sad 
because we’ll never have that again, 
but that’s the happiest memory 
I have - just the three of them 
messing around with their dad. 

For the boys I think it’s 
different. I think they have good 
memories of their childhood and 
the fact that they got on so well, 
and it’s important that they do 



have those good memories. I don’t 
want them to be sad for the rest 
of their lives. I know Rob and I 
will be, although we say we are 
happy through that sadness. In 
a way that’s our lot as parents. 
What I would like for them is for 
people to recognise them as Zac 
and Steely, not you’re Cyrus’ older 
brother or Cyrus’ younger brother. 
I want them to be their own people 
and not a dead soldier’s brother. 

You’re never going to get over 
it, you just have to move with it, 
and I think we’re slowly doing 
that. It’s almost as though, for 
several years we were holding our 
breath and slowly, slowly you can 
begin to exhale and you can start 
to relax. I never thought I’d ever 
laugh again, but we do laugh now. 
I never thought I’d be able to listen 
to the radio, watch a television 
programme or read a book, I 
couldn’t concentrate on anything. 

I think it’s what people expect 
when they say that “he was a hero 
- you must be very proud because 
he’s served his country,” well 
yes and no. Maybe they think it 
makes it better. But as we’ve said, 
we’re proud of all of our children. 
I’ve always said I love them all. 

There’s never been any anger 
towards the army, and not because 
Cyrus said that in his letter but 
because he went with our love 
and support for what he wanted 

to do and even if we said we 
really disagree, we don’t want 
you to go he probably would 
have still joined the army so at 
least he went out there knowing 
we supported him 110%.

For me, Cyrus lives until the 
last person who says his name, dies. 
As a parent I’m scared people will 
forget him because their lives move 
on, whereas we’re stuck in this 
place. Because they were soldiers, 
their deaths are public anyway, but 
I want people to know who he was, 
to know that our soldiers are not 
just machines who go out there for 
killing, that they’re human beings; 
who had family who loved them 
very much, who still love them. 
To me, every Remembrance Day 
poppy has somebody’s name on it. 

To make a donation to SSAFA  
Bereaved Family Support Group  

please go to www.ssafa.org.uk





ROBIN THATCHER
Interview by Katy Regan

Robin, from Caversham, Berkshire, is the father of 
Rifleman Cyrus Thatcher serving in 2nd Battalion 
The Rifles who was killed on June 2nd 2009, in an 
explosion whilst on patrol in Helmand province.  

He was 19. 



Cyrus was fantastic in so many 
ways - his laugh, his smile, his 
sense of humour and yet at times, 
I could have throttled him, 
because he always had to push it 
to the limit! In the photo, he’d 
almost definitely done something 
naughty, that’s why he’s smiling 
over Mum’s face saying “you 
can’t touch me now!” I always 
used to say, “that smile of yours 
might work for your mum…” 
He was so cheeky, so much fun. 
I miss him more now than I did 
the day I found out he’d been 
killed, because every day is one 
more day since I saw him. 

Cyrus knew how much he 
was loved. When he was doing 
his basic training and could come 
home, he’d often choose not to 
and he’d be asked, “what’s the 
matter Thatch, no love at home?” 
and he’d say “no sir, exactly the 
opposite.” He was very proud of 
everything we’d given him, but I 
think him joining the army was to 
prove that he could do something 
on his own. We thought it was 
fantastic but worried how he’d 
cope without his home comforts. 
In fact, when we dropped him 
off at Bassingbourn I joked 
to the officer, “Just to let you 
know, at 10 o’clock he likes 
a hot chocolate,” but then he 
was off, without so much as 
a second glance. We left him 

at the bus stop, got talking to 
someone, turned back and he’d 
gone. After he was killed, I’d 
have nightmares where I’d see 
him blown up over and over 
again and it was like that day at 
Bassingbourn: one minute he’d 
be looking at me, then there’d be 
a flash and he’d be swept away. 
Five years after Cyrus was killed 
I was diagnosed with PTSD. The 
therapist I saw pointed out that 
during the first two sessions, I was 
actually hitting my head talking 
about the madness I was trying 
to deal with and the fact I was 
constantly seeing Cyrus being 
killed. Within three months she 
helped me get to a stage where I 
still agonised, but could look at 
a picture of him and if I started 
to get those visions I’d be able 
to move away and not let it get 
to feeling physically sick. The 
anxiety is always there, however. I 
once asked the doctor how much 
my body could take because it 
feels like the knot in your chest 
could destroy you sometimes.

Friends seem to think you 
want to forget about it, but 
there’s no forgetting about 
it, ever, so the chance to be 
included in something like this 
project, to be able to show and 
tell people what it’s been like to 
lose Cyrus. I want to be a part 
of that one hundred per cent. 



We were at complete happiness 
as a family before Cyrus was 
killed. We have a house in France 
and the last time we went, all 
of us, me Helena, Cyrus and his 
brothers Zac and Steely, all sat 
around a big bonfire laughing, 
joking, drinking Sambuca (our 
‘family’ drink) completely 
together. That’s the saddest thing: 
I know we will never have that 
happiness again. It’s awful to 
look and not see your family as 
whole anymore. I hope one day 
that feeling will come back and 
we can remember the 19 good 
years we had with Cyrus and 
feel proud, but at the moment, 
it’s so hard. What have I to 
be proud of? My dead son?

I’m not who I was then and I 
never will be. I feel resentment 
towards other people now, 
moving on with their children 
and not being as upset as they 
were when Cyrus was killed and 
I hate that, because I was never a 
bitter person before. The fact that 
myself and Helena are so close 
helps and the two boys - Zac  
and Steely - don’t realise how 
good they’ve been with us and 
for us, or even that we’ve had 
to put them on a shelf because 
there’s no energy left to love 
two other children when every 
ounce of energy, effort and love 
you have is going to the one 

that’s been killed, and horribly 
so; he was blown to pieces. 

Finding out - it’s nothing 
like you imagine. The shock is 
indescribable and it’s just shit, 
shit who needs to know? Why is 
it so important to ring someone 
and tell them that your son’s 
dead? I don’t know. But you just 
do it on autopilot, and people 
scream; my dad screamed, my 
sister screamed and then you feel 
like you’re consoling them.

I took the next day off but we 
were in the middle of a job (I’m 
a builder) and my work ethic - 
what I’ve always taught Zac (who 
works with me) and both Cyrus 
and Steely - is that you never let 
people down, so the next day I 
went into work with Zac and 
I don’t know how, but we did 
that person’s floor somehow. I 
feel like I stopped being a man 
that day we found out. Helena 
was the saddest ever, the boys I 
couldn’t do a thing to help. To 
be reduced to that takes some 
getting used to; to feel so pathetic 
and weak on top of losing a son. 

I hate myself for not being 
able to be there more for Zac and 
Steely but I’m completely out of 
control with that, so I don’t feel 
guilt I just feel sadness that that’s 
what it’s turned me into. Don’t 
get me wrong, I would cut my 
arm off for those kids. I just hope 



they recognise I’m not who I 
would have been had Cyrus not 
been killed because I’d hate them 
to think that I’m this bloody 
person that isn’t like a real dad. 

Zac and I have had a couple 
of heated ones, because out of 
the blue he’s said he wished he 
were like Cyrus or he wished 
he were like me and I’ve said, 
“what do you mean you wish 
you were like me? Have you 
seen what I am? And you wish 
you were like Cyrus? Cyrus is 
dead mate.” His self doubt is 
unbelievable but I’ve told him, 
I probably wouldn’t have got 
through the first three years like 
I did without him by my side - 
at work, at home, all the way. 
He’s the kindest bloke I know. 

At the repatriation in Lynham 
we were asked if we wanted to go 
and see into the back of the plane 
where Cyrus had been carried 
home and it was then that we 
were told that from the moment 
Cyrus was killed, he’d never 
been left on his own; even on the 
whole flight back somebody sat 
with him. That meant a lot to us. 
Cyrus may have been dead but 
the army, the airforce, they stand 
together till the end. We wanted 
to tell the guys, too that we held 
nobody responsible. I’m not angry. 
Cyrus had the chance to go in 
and get out of the army when he 

wanted. It wasn’t something that 
could have been avoided other 
than there not being a conflict in 
Afghanistan, and we feel strongly 
enough that the Afghan people 
needed help to stop their country 
been used as a training camp for 
terrorists and possibly taken over 
by the Taliban to become another 
country that’s going to want 
to do us harm. So we felt they 
were there for the right reasons. 

The letter Cyrus wrote is a 
comfort, I suppose because at 
least we know he was doing what 
he loved. We very nearly never 
found it, though. We were told 
by a family friend that there was 
one, but despite getting the torch 
out and looking everywhere, I’d 
lost hope. Then, after we’d been 
to the funeral directors, which 
was the lowest of the low, seeing 
him there, laying in a coffin, 
we’d come home and were all just 
sitting there in silence when Steely 
came running down the stairs 
going, “I’ve found it!” And he sat 
in the chair, sobbing, and read it 
to us and just to hear the words 
he’d written, hear his voice….
The next step was watching him 
be lowered into the ground.

When people say time is a 
healer I have to clench my fists 
so that I don’t strangle them 
because it’s not like - so it’s been 
6 years now you must be used 



to it - you never get used to it. 
I know what we should do, I 
know Cyrus would have wanted 
us to pick ourselves up but it’s 
out of your hands. People may 
think, at least you had three kids 
so losing one can’t be as bad but 
if you’ve got children, go on, 
you choose which one you’d 
be prepared to lose, it doesn’t 
work like that at all, but we’re 
still living, we’re being ‘happy 
being sad,’ is how we put it.

As Helena says so beautifully, 
with that letter, Cyrus gave us the 
tools to carry on; we just have 
to learn how to use them, and 
unfortunately to date, we haven’t 
and I don’t know if we ever will 
but we will stay strong as a family. 
Another thing somebody else 
said: just walk with me until I 
can see in colour again. In other 
words, whatever I say, however I 
behave, don’t judge me, because 
that’s what losing a son does 
to you, so just walk with me. 
And yet so many people don’t 
seem to do that, they just give 
up, or that’s the way it seems. 

This thing about Cyrus 
being a hero: to me, any soldier 
is a hero. It angers me that 
only the fallen soldiers get this 
understanding and honour: what 
about those who were maimed 
or had to leave the army because 
they were so badly affected 

mentally? They’re recognised for 
nothing and yet you get somebody 
like Cyrus who’s recognised 
because he’s dead. It’s not right. 

Am I optimistic things will 
get better? I’ve got to say yes 
because it can’t be any worse than 
it’s been. Unfortunately, for me, 
any memory is a sad memory at 
the moment, but I don’t think the 
boys see it like that, I think they 
remember stuff and it makes them 
happy and that helps us. Zac’s got 
a girlfriend now and Steely’s going 
off to play in a band on a cruise 
ship, so yeah, we’re optimistic. 
You see how people behave when 
they get grandchildren - they 
seem to go head over heels with 
this new lease of life - so there’s 
that to look forward to. But I just 
want to talk about Cyrus and keep 
his memory alive. Every 2nd June, 
which is the date he was killed, 
about 60 or 70 of Cyrus’ ours 
and the boys’ friends go up to the 
grave together. We take Sambuca 
and glasses and we all raise a shot 
to him. That’s one of the things 
I miss the most: just having a 
Sambuca and a cigarette with 
Cyrus. Yeah, I miss that a lot.

To make a donation to SSAFA  
Bereaved Family Support Group  

please go to www.ssafa.org.uk
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Before: (Robin) “That 
smile of yours might 
work for your mum.” 
Prom Night, May 
2006. Helena, Robin 
and Cyrus at home  
in Reading.

right 
After: At home 
in Reading, 
16/07/2015.





Helena and Robin have also 
very kindly shared this letter; 
that Cyrus Thatcher wrote to be 
delivered to his family if he died.

Hello its me, this is gonna be  
hard for you to read but I write  
this knowing every time you 
thinks shits got to much for you 
to handle (so don’t cry on it  
MUM!!) you can read this and  
hopefully it will help you all get  
through.

For a start SHIT I got hit!! 
Now Iv got that out the way I 
can say the things Iv hopefully 
made clear, or if I haven’t this 
should clear it all up for me. My 
hole life you’v all been there for 
me through thick and thin bit 
like a wedding through good 
and bad. Without you I believe 
I wouldn’t have made it as far 
as I have. I died doing what I 
was born to do I was happy and 
felt great about myself although 
the army was sadly the ending 
of me it was also the making of 
me so please don’t feel any hate 
toward it. One thing I no I never 
made clear to you all was I make 
jokes about my life starting in 
the Army. That’s wrong VERY 
wrong my life began a LONG 
time before that (Obviously) 
but you get what I mean. All 

the times Iv tried to neglect the 
family get angry when you try 
teach me right from wrong wot I 
mean to say is I only realised that 
you were trying to help when 
I joined the army and without 
YOUR help I would have never 
had the BALLS, the GRIT and 
the damn right determination 
to crack on and do it. If I could 
have a wish in life it would to 
be able to say Iv gone and done 
things many would never try 
to do. And going to Afghan 
has fulfilled my dream ie my 
goal. Yes I am young wich as 
a parent must brake you heart 
but you must all somehow find 
the strength that I found to do 
something no matter how big 
the challenge. As Im writing this 
letter I can see you all crying and 
mornin my death but if I could 
have one wish in an “after life” 
it would be to stop your crying 
and continueing your dreams (as 
I did) because if I were watching 
only that would brake my heart. 
So dry your tears and put on a 
brave face for the rest of your 
friends and family who need you.

I want each and everyone 
of you to forfill a dream and 
at the end of it look at what 
you have done (completed) 
and feel the accomplishment 



and achievement I did only 
then will you understand how 
I felt when I passed away.

[To his brothers:]  
You are both amazing men and 
will continue to be throughout 
your lives you both deserve to 
be happy and fofill all of your 
dreams. 

Dad – my idol, my friend, 
my best friend, my teacher, 
my coach, everything I ever 
succeeded in my life I owe to you 
and maybe a little bit of me! You 
are a great man and the perfect 
role model and the past two years 
of being in the army I noticed 
that and me and you have been 
on the best level we have ever 
been. I thank you for nothing 
because I no all you have given to 
me is not there to be thanked for 
its there because you did it cause 
you love me and that is my most 
proudest thing I could ever say.

 
Mum, where do I start with 
you!! For a start your perfect, 
your smell, your hugs, the way 
your life was dedicated to us 
boys and especially the way you 
cared each and every step us 
boys took. I love you, you were 
the reason I made it as far as I 

did you were the reason I was 
loved more than any child I no 
and that made me feel special.

Your all such great individuals 
and I hope somehow this letter 
will help you get through this 
shit time!! Just remember do 
NOT mourn my death as hard 
as this will seem, celebrate a 
great life that has had its ups and 
downs. I love you all more than 
you would ever no and in your 
own individual ways helped me 
get through it all. I wish you 
all the best with your dreams.

Remember chin up head 
down. With love Cyrus xxxx
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