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New building in and around Thornbury is generally a controversial issue, provoking 

public meetings, protest and petitions.   

 

In 1836 the hot topic was not houses in general but one house in particular – the new 

Thornbury Union, more commonly known as the Workhouse.  This was the institution 

in which those who were unable to support themselves were to be housed.   

 

Until 1834 the care of the poor was left to individual parishes. Thornbury had its own 

small Workhouse in St Mary Street for the poor of its parish and this was funded by a 

local tax called the Poor Rate.  After 1834 the Poor Law Amendment Act came into 

being, grouping the parishes into ‘Unions’, Thornbury now had to house poor people 

from neighbouring parishes as well as its own residents.  A large new Workhouse was 

needed for a greater number of poor people, many of whom were not from Thornbury 

itself.  Another function of the Workhouse was to provide ‘casual wards’ and some 

outdoor relief to the vagrants who passed through the area.  Neither of these two 

groups could have been an attractive proposition for local residents.   

 

One of the early suggestions was that the Workhouse could be sited on apparently 

unproductive land called Coldstones.  This land was on the west side of the High 

Street and on part of what is now the Mundy Playing Fields.  The building would 

have been very visible to the affluent residents of the top end of the High Street.  The 

good folk of that part of town quickly responded with a ‘Memorial’, or petition.  Their 

first objection was one that would be used today, although perhaps not in the same 

language.  The petition described the area as “a verdant vale, studded with trees, the 

Severn in the distance.”   

 

Another objection is more surprising.  It seems poorer people had a distressing 

tendency to die.  The petition went on to say the scheme would be “particularly 

hurtful to our feelings, in as much as we shall not be able to look upon the beautiful 

prospect we now enjoy without seeing the Workhouse, should it be erected, with the 

paupers, their funerals and other nuisances unavoidable to such an establishment.”   

 

In this instance public opinion won the day.  The Workhouse was finally built out of 

the sight of the residents of Thornbury – outside Thornbury itself, on the Gloucester 

Road.  The building remains to this day and stands at the corner of what is now 

Eastland Road.  Interestingly, Thornbury has long since spread to engulf that area.  In 

fact large and respectable houses were built opposite it in the early twentieth century, 

despite any inconveniently dying poor.   

 

When the property was first built it had a ‘fever ward’ and an ‘idiot ward’ to 

accommodate the sick and disabled.  However, the hospital aspect of the Workhouse 

gradually became more important and over the years the facility was used by other 

Thornbury residents for the care of the elderly and as a maternity hospital.  The 

Workhouse itself continued until well into the twentieth century.   

 



Workhouses were officially abolished in 1930 but in the absence of an alternative 

many of them, like that in Thornbury, continued for some years after that date.  

Eventually the property formally became known as Thornbury Hospital, until 2001 

when it was redeveloped and sold as private residences.   

 

To learn more about the Workhouse in Thornbury see the book I’m a Pauper, Get Me 

Out of Here, by Tony Cherry of Thornbury and District Museum.  The Museum is 

open Tuesday to Friday 1pm to 4pm and on Saturdays from 10am to 4pm.  Other 

stories from Thornbury’s history can be found on the Thornbury Roots website at 

http://www. thornburyroots.co.uk  


