
The Battle of the Church Pews 

 

No – not the re-ordering, but something much earlier which attracted the attention of 

newspapers throughout the country and ended with a court case. 

 

In 1857 John Watson Dalby, his wife and their daughter moved into Thornbury 

Cottage which they rented from Sir John Key. Every household of a certain status had 

a pew in St Mary’s Church, assigned to it by the churchwardens. For five years whilst 

it was empty Sir John Key had allowed a young woman, Elizabeth Sly, and an elderly 

gentleman, Joseph Williams, to use the pew for Thornbury Cottage. 

 

Battle commenced when Miss Dalby opened a 

school and the boarders came to church with her 

and her parents. The churchwarden wrote to 

Miss Sly and Mr Williams telling them not to 

use the pew.  By August a policeman was there 

to keep them out.  By September two policemen 

were needed to keep the peace. The Bishop of 

Gloucester wrote to them and said that they had 

to accept the wardens’ decision.  Miss Sly was 

not deterred and the churchwardens dragged her 

from the pew and down the aisle. 

 

Mr Dalby and his party began to enter the church, sometimes two hours before the 

service began, via the vestry door so they were in “their” pew before the doors opened 

and Miss Sly and Mr Williams had to sit elsewhere. 

 

Once Mr Wilshen the churchwarden sat with the Dalbys to keep the intruders out of 

the pew.   When Miss Sly arrived and tried to get in the pew the churchwarden held 

the door shut. The tussle lasted for half an hour “interspersed by sundry opinions from 

both parties” according to the newspaper. When Mr Dalby arrived to join his family, 

the churchwarden pushed Miss Sly into the aisle and out of the door. 

 

Local feeling was on the side of the protesters. Mr Williams had been a member of 

the church for 50 years and all his children were baptized there. 

 

The case finally came to court in November 1858. Miss Sly was accused of causing 

the disturbance in church.  She was persuaded to give an undertaking not to repeat her 

attempts to sit in “her pew” and the case was dismissed. 
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