
At Christmas play and make good cheer,  

for Christmas comes but once a year! 

The existence of a livestock and produce market, which for hundreds of years took place every week or fortnight in Thornbury 

High Street, played an important part in creating the character of the town.  By 1791 Thornbury was also the venue for three 

annual fairs held on Easter Monday, over three days around the Assumption of Mary (August 15
th
) and on St. Thomas’s Day 

(December 21
st
).  Eventually the Easter and summer fairs ceased but the last transformed into a hugely popular prime or fat 

stock show and market, which took place about the 14
th
 December. Goose and joints of beef were traditionally the preferred 

choices for Christmas dinner, and indeed it was the only time in the year when the Thornbury Guardians would supply a roast 

beef meal to the pauper inmates of the workhouse.  So farmers in this area would fatten their cattle for Christmas consumption.  

In 1901 it was decided to offer prizes for the best animals sent to Thornbury’s Christmas market, and also a prize for the 

purchaser who spent the most money on cattle.  The buyers were generally butchers and some came from as far away as Bath in 

order to obtain the best animals.  A prize beast might then be displayed in front of the butcher’s shop, with a sign which read 

“Your Christmas Beef” strapped around its midriff!  The Bristol newspapers carried accounts of which butchers had purchased 

the best beasts at market. 

Mumping and mummers’ plays are both associated with the feast day of St. Thomas, Thornbury’s original Christmas market 

date.  This day was known in some parts of England as Mumping Day, when poor people went around their parish begging for 

alms.   

In a more complicated way mummers, in costumes and with their faces disguised, toured the area on foot or by cart. They 

performed comical plays at the big houses of the “principal inhabitants” and at all the pubs.  The plays were based on underlying 

themes of good against evil and resurrection, and generally involved a battle.  Usually they featured a doctor who used a magic 

potion to revive a slain character.  The leader or narrator was often dressed as Father Christmas.  At the end of each performance 

one of the characters would ask for donations of food or money. Thornbury is known to have had a group of mummers in the 

early 1900s. 

The words of an old rhyme conveyed to all that the festive period was when each should give to charity, according to their 

means, even if they could only give their blessing! 

  

“Christmas is coming, the beef (or goose) is getting fat, 

Please drop a penny in the old man’s hat. 

If you haven't got a penny, a ha'penny will do 

If you haven't got a ha'penny, then God bless you!” 


