
Festivals and Fete Days 
 

Thornbury’s main streets have often been the stage for celebrations of peace, 

coronations, jubilees and carnivals. The museum has images from around 1900 

showing the annual fete day organised by a friendly society, the Ancient Order of 

Foresters Court Pride of Thornbury Branch (“The Foresters”). Friendly societies 

are mutual associations for insurance, pensions etc, once known as a sick and 

burial clubs. These seem to have developed from much earlier fraternities and 

guilds. Before modern insurance and the welfare state, these clubs played an 

important part in many people’s lives. 

 

  

Clubs offered sick pay, payment of 

doctors’ fees, small pensions and 

help with burial expenses. They 

needed to attract a large 

membership to pay in contributions 

to cover costs. The strongest 

national societies chartered new 

branches that conformed to the 

parent lodge. Every member’s 

benefits were supported by every 

member’s contributions. Such 

societies had to have popular 

appeal, so they tried to give 

members a sense of belonging to a united brotherhood. They wrote their own 

histories and invented rituals and secrets that only the members shared. They 

also developed costumes, songs and stories that bonded the members together. 

Local lodges set up their own special funds and organised their own social events. 

Most of the societies held monthly meetings in large club rooms in pubs. 

  

The fete days, in June or July, were treats that could also attract new members. 

There was a morning march through the town to St. Mary’s Church to hear a 

sermon. The procession, with banners flying and accompanied by one of the local 

brass bands, would return to the Plain, often congregating around the pump 

where the various costumes could be admired. Officers of the club would go to 

their club house inn for a “capital repast” which concluded with loyal toasts to the 

monarch. In the afternoon and evening there was a celebration for all members 

held at Ogborn’s home field (land behind the now Moghul Shamrat Restaurant) or 

at a field near the Council School at Gillingstool. You had to have a ticket to get in 

and the entrance was usually guarded by a police constable. As reported in the 

press, everyone enjoyed the “athletic sports, roundabouts, dancing and other 

amusements”. Children were given a holiday from school as experience had 

shown that they would play truant in order to attend such an exciting event! 
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