
Sometimes an umbrella is not enough! 

(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) 

 

Some historical records of the weather in our area 

sound most alarming.  The photograph here shows a 

contemporary representation of an event on the Severn 

estuary in January 1606/7.  A massive storm surge 

caused a wall of water to sweep up the Severn Estuary 

killing thousands of people and animals and destroying 

entire villages.  It devastated a large area including the 

Welsh coast and from Devon to Gloucestershire.  

 

Over a hundred and thirty years later the winter of 

1738 seems to have been almost as bad near 

Thornbury although it probably affected a much 

smaller area.  The Stamford Mercury reported  

 

“one Philip Beasy, near the New Passage had the misfortune to lose his wife and five children and two maids by the 

Sea-Banks being broke down and the floods coming in: He was saved by breaking through the thatch of the house and 

sitting on the ridge of it, in which posture he continued till the next morning when a boat came and fetched him away.  

He likewise lost all his sheep and cattle, as did most of his neighbours.” 

 

Some of the storms the same winter had their benefits; 

 

“On Saturday evening and the whole night we had a hard storm of rain and wind together with thunder and lightning; 

and on Monday there were several goods found on the shore of Oldbury, and other places adjacent to the Severn 

…There have been many frails of raisins, oil, fine hemp, oranges, soap and candles taken up by the fishermen and 

others.” 

 

Terrifying as they were at the time at least these reports of storms and floods sound familiar.  A rather alarming report 

in the Northampton Journal of July 1
st
 1782 concerned something very strange.   

 

“we had a most violent storm of thunder and lighting in this neighbourhood.  At Thornbury in Gloucestershire a ball of 

fire fell on and entered the church which is considerably damaged and one of the pinnacles on the tower totally 

destroyed.  On going into the church when the storms abated the sulphurous smell was intolerable; the seats and 

pavement were covered with lime and bits of stone and from several traces which appeared of the ball, it is concluded 

that it burst there.  Some houses were also damaged, chimneys laid open from top to bottom, and many people struck 

down, but none hurt.” 

 

Another worrying storm occurred in 1821 (at least according to the Western Daily Press of January 18
th

 1901).  This 

time what came crashing down was even odder than a sulphurous ball – 

 

“1821 - a year of excessive rainfall with great gales and floods and remarkably mild weather in December.  One old 

writer states that at Thornbury a storm of SNAILS occurred on September 1
st
 covering acres of land ankle deep.” 

 

Thornbury seems to have been quite a dangerous place during storms.  In May 1849 a Bristol newspaper reported that 

 

"the electric fluid struck the house of a Mr Micheal, a wine and spirit merchant, in that town; it is supposed it entered 

the chimney, whence it passed down through the bed chamber into the kitchen, in its progress shivering a bedstead 

completely to atoms and scattering the furniture in all directions. …. Mrs Micheal and her servant who were in the 

kitchen had a very narrow escape indeed.  The servant was struck down violently and remained perfectly insensible for 

a long time."  

 

We are unable to report whether the servant ever became completely sensible again! 

 


