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The photograph shown here is dated 1867 and it is one of the earlier photographs in 
the possession of Thornbury and District Museum.  The original is owned by the 
members of the Blake family who had connections to Thornbury.  They wanted to 
learn more about the photograph and the hunt for clues began. 
 
The clothing of some of the children in the photograph appears very Germanic and 
some of the boys almost look like little Cossacks.  Despite this the owners of the 
photograph were confident that it was taken in Thornbury.  A Curator of London’s 
Victoria & Albert Museum who specialised in clothing was able to confirm that  
 
‘the clothes are quite reflective of UK children’s fashions of the 1850s and 60s 
(children’s fashions were often slow to change), including the little boys in tunics at 
the front – one of the fashions of the times for boys, though not the only one.  There is 
a slight stylistic debt to an earlier German style of tunics over trousers, but I think 
that these tunic suits are very British, especially the one with the zig zag trim above 
the hem.  As they are all worn over trousers, they indicate boys who have been 
breeched, before which they would have worn dresses’. 
 
The next mission was to establish what schools there were in Thornbury in 1867 and 
to determine which of them it was most likely to be.  The Trade Directories held in 
Gloucestershire Archives were helpful in providing a list. Taking into account a lot of 
factors, like the size of class, the age of the headmaster, the standard of dress of the 
children, etc, it was possible to rule out the two main schools, the National School and 
the Council School.  
 



There were some small private schools in Thornbury at the time and most of these 
were gradually eliminated.  Miss Higgins whose family lived at the Forge in Pullins 
Green  for about a century was able to offer a further clue,  John Champion one of her 
ancestors had had a school at 5 Pullins Green.  She even said that there was a building 
at the back of the house which had been used for the school room. 

We were able to confirm from the Tithe Map of 1840 and the accompanying Tithe 
Apportionment that a John Champion indeed occupied that property in 1840.  The 
1841 Census confirmed that he was a schoolmaster.  John was aged about 40 at that 
time, and lived with his wife, Mary Ann who was about the same age and their 
children, Elizabeth aged five and William aged two.  The couple remained at the 
property through the censuses and the 1871 census confirmed that John and Mary still 
lived in Pullins Green and still kept a school there.  The couple gave their ages as 65 
and 68 in the 1871 census, although other evidence suggests that they were actually 
around 70 at that time.  According to his burial record, for example, John died in 1882 
aged 82. 

The photograph of the school in 1867 shows a couple who could easily have been in 
their late sixties as John and Mary would have been. 

We then realised that the high wall at the bottom of the garden of the house in Pullins 
Green still stands (although now outside of the boundary of the garden).  It looks very 
similar to the one in the photograph.  
 
If, as we believe, this is a photograph of John Champion’s school we even found an 
account from a former pupil Edmund Cullimore who according to an account of an 
interview 

 “was sent at the age of 8 years to a private school at St John Street Thornbury, kept 
by Mr Champion.  The fee was 10p per week.  The master was noted for driving 
knowledge into boys by severity: the means used were a cane and his hat (a soft one). 
 This was used instead of the cane if the offence was not serious.  Home lessons 
consisted of learning to spell 12 words correctly, a sum and writing.  Woe betide the 
boy that had not learnt his spelling correctly – he was allowed two or three tries, if he 
then failed, down came that old hat on the head with the order to stay in during 
dinner hour and learn it.  I got on very well with Mr Champion and don’t recollect 
ever being punished.” 

It is truly surprising how much information can be collected together about a school 
that existed so very long ago. 


