
A Town Called Thornbury 
(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) 

 

You may have noticed that across the world there is more than one town 

called Thornbury. You may even have wondered whether any of them are 

connected to our town.  Thornbury Museum researchers know of at least 

two cases of a town named after ours and this is the story of one of them. 

 

Ellen Matilda Hopton was born in Thornbury 

in 1841 in a house that became 21 St John 

Street.  Her father, Charles, ran a beerhouse 

in their home in St John Street.  He and his 

wife had 10 children and life must have been 

very hard – certainly some of them died in 

the dreaded workhouse. 

 

Ellen took the gamble of moving right across 

the world to Australia in 1857 when she was 

just 16. She got this chance because the new 

country of Australia was assisting the passage 

of young couples and single women to 

balance the predominantly male population at 

that time.  At first she may have felt she had made a mistake.  Her first 

job lasted only one month and by 1860 she had had an illegitimate child 

who died almost at birth.  In 1861 she married Robert Foster from Wigan 

in Lancashire and they decided to make another new start – this time in 

New Zealand. 

 

Ellen’s new husband seems to have been born to be a pioneer.  By 1862 

he had set up home with his wife in the Western District of New Zealand 

and they called their township Thornbury after his wife’s birthplace. 

 

They owned the Thornbury Hotel with a bar and a general store in 

Thornbury NZ and it is tempting to imagine that his wife Ellen worked 

behind the bar of her new hotel at first having grown up in a beerhouse. 

The couple made their fortune as Thornbury was the site of a railway 

junction the growth of which brought thirsty construction workers and 

then trade for the shop and guests for the hotel.  The Riverton Heritage 

Museum New Zealand has this photograph of them with their prosperous 

looking young family. 
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