
Burning Issues 

(This short article was created for the BS35 Magazine using research notes 

relating to the website www.thornburyroots.co.uk.  See website for more 
information) 

This property on the corner of St John Street and The Plain will be well known to 

older Thornburians as a pork butcher’s shop.  It was long associated with more than 
one well known and respectable family of butchers in Thornbury – the Trayhurns for 

example.   

However for a few years in the 1860s a 
family lived there who seem to have 
become well known for other reasons. 

The 1861 census shows that the property 

was occupied by John Shepherd a pork 
butcher.  He had been a widower but had 

married again in 1858.  A newspaper 
report of November 1865 shows us that 
John‘s conduct had somewhat offended his 

neighbours.  

It seems that at one time November 5th was used as an excuse to show public 
feeling about a variety of issues by making effigies of living people and generally 

behaving in a way that would not be acceptable today. 

In this year November 5th fell on a Sunday so that bonfire night had to be 
celebrated either on the Saturday or the Monday. It seems that “rumours....had 

been about the town for some days previously that the effigy of a certain pig-
butcher, living on St Marys Plain would be burnt either on Saturday or Monday, on 
account of his immoral conduct with a certain young lady of the county, together 

with that of a well-known publican for a similar misdemeanour."   

Several hundred people appear to have gathered outside the pork butcher's house 
for an hour or two "bellowing lustily".  Alarmingly they are even said to have fired a 

cannon as well as letting off fireworks.  The crowd eventually paraded between the 
butcher's house and the publican's.  A bonfire was then lit on nearby Pullen's Green 

and after parading it up and down St John Street between the butcher's house and 
the fire, the effigy of a man and a baby was burned.  

It is painful to imagine the feelings of the various members of these households. 

This is not the only instance of bonfire night being used by Thornburians to vent 
their feelings about emotive issues.  Only the year before in 1858, another effigy 

had been made for an entirely different reason.  The townspeople felt very strongly 
about the church warden Mr Wilshen and his treatment of Miss Sly concerning the 

pew she used in church (see the issue of April 2011). 



In this instance an effigy was made of the churchwarden.  It had a white hat and 
spectacles and was paraded through the town on a rocking horse which made it 

appear to “nod in a patronising manner.” 

According to the newspaper account of the time well over 1,000 people were in the 
main street and all sorts of “combustibles” were set fire to, including four tar 

barrels.  While the effigy was being paraded it seems that once again firearms were 
used as “pistols were freely fired at it”.  It was literally battered when it was held 

outside Mr Wilshen’s house as it “received a good drubbing and was set fire to.” 

In this instance we are told that the evening finished in a patriotic manner when the 
crowd gathered outside the Swan Inn and sang the National Anthem. 


