
Traffic Chaos in 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) 

 
 

 
 

We are grateful to a member of Thornbury Museum's research group for giving us a 

series of photographs taken around the turn of the century when the circus came to 

Thornbury. The images include horses, and at least one camel as well as these 

elephants.  

 

This photograph was taken in the High Street of Thornbury and shows the parade just 

passing the Swan.  The photograph was probably taken some time after 1890 but 

before 1909 when Charles King (the bearded man outside his shop) gave up his 

business. 

 

We cannot be sure which circus this was.  The Log Book of what is now Gillingstool 

School mentions Sanger's Circus by name.  Apparently when the circus came to town 

so few children attended the school that the register could not be taken!   We believe 

that Sanger's Circus and other circuses were regular visitors - one only hopes there 

were no long term effects on education in the town. 

 

Another possibility is that the parade in the photographs was to advertise Bostock & 

Wombwell's Menagerie.  Emma Bostock was also a seasonal visitor to this area and 

on at least one occasion seems to have brought Thornbury to a standstill.   

 

She appeared in Court in 1888 charged with obstructing the highway.  There seems to 

have been some grounds for this charge as Emma's menagerie had placed no less than 

twenty vans in St John Street and completely blocked the street to other vehicles.   

 

This was at a time when St John Street was not only a through road but one of the 

main roads out of the centre of Thornbury. However it was no wider than it is today. 

 



Emma Bostock's menagerie was quite a spectacular affair.  Emma had been born 

Emma Wombwell and she came from a family that had been touring with their 

menageries from the early 1800s.  When she married James Bostock in 1852 The 

Wombwell and Bostock Menagerie became legendary.  Her "vans" that had caused 

such congestion in St John Street were by no means small carts.  The small 

photograph here shows just how impressive they could look when they were ready to 

perform.  Reports of the menagerie mention that their wagons were pulled by horses, 

camels and elephants, which might fit in with the photographs we were given.  Lions 

are also mentioned, but as performers - not to pull the wagons. 

 

Interestingly it seems that Mrs Bostock had paid to park in St John Street. The 

newspaper report of the case makes it clear that she thought she was doing no wrong. 

She had paid Mrs Prewett, who collected the tolls for the Lord of the Manor,  15/- for 

the sole use of the highway for 24 hours and she had a receipt to prove it.  Despite this 

and the sympathy of the Chairman of the Police Court she was fined 10/- and costs. 

Parking can be an expensive business. 

 


