
Catch & Glee: The Thornbury Society of Gleemen 

 
A “gleeman” was originally a medieval itinerant 

singer or minstrel. A catch is a round for three 

or more voices, written only in a single voice 

part, so that each succeeding singer had to 

“catch” his part at the proper time.  In the 18th 

century a glee came to mean an 

unaccompanied part song of massed harmony. 

The Catch Club, in which “noblemen and 

gentlemen” came together to sing, started in 

1761. Glee Clubs, with a middle-class, all male 

membership, were established in the 1780s and 

became very popular in Victorian England. In 

the 1830s Charles Dickens described an 

entertainment by gleemen in his “Sketches by 

Boz”. 

 

Locally a singing group was established in 1741 by John Thurston, a gentleman who lived in 

Kington. The first members were yeoman Nathaniel Thurston, blacksmith Robert Hewett, 

fishermen William Hunt, Edward Hunt and Richard Tombs (all of Oldbury on Severn), Samuel 

Prigg of Aust, gentleman Thomas Collins of Littleton upon Severn with carpenter William Isgar 

and schoolmaster John Hitchings. This activity was obviously taken very seriously as Edward 

and Hugh Thurston were witnesses to a formal legal agreement that said, “They should meet 

every Thursday at Oldbury on Severn Church, at seven of the clock, from 29th September till 

25th March, being a company of singers determined to instruct themselves in the singing of 

psalms and anthems. And they further agreed to pay the sum of two pence to John Thurston if 

they missed a meeting for practice. Also they agreed that if any refused to go with the majority 

to sing at another church or churches they should be fined 2s 6d. Also should anyone not carry 

out this agreement until the time specified for it to end, they were to pay the sum of three 

pounds of lawful British money to the said John Thurston to hold and keep as he shall think fit.” 

 

Later this choir seems to have evolved into the Thornbury Society of Gleemen who sang all sorts 

of these unaccompanied songs, from the comic to the sentimental, regularly providing 

entertainment at many events in Thornbury and the surrounding villages. The Thurston family 

maintained its involvement with the group, which included businessmen and shopkeepers. The 

well known Thornbury solicitor Henry Privett Thurston was its conductor for over twenty five 

years. In 1896, at the annual dinner of the Thornbury Society of Gleemen, he was presented 

with an engraved silver mounted baton and an illuminated address in which small portraits of 

members of the society surrounded a central photograph of “H. P.”.   The baton is preserved in 

the collection at Thornbury & District Museum. It is thought that the society finally disbanded 

during the upheaval caused by the Second World War. 
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