
Modbury Jubilee Celebrations in 1887 

Earlier this year, a member of the History Society popped a envelop through my letterbox as 

she thought I might find the contents of interest. It was in fact a report from the archives of 

Modbury’s celebrations, one hundred and thirty-five years ago, on the occasion of Queen 

Victoria’s 50th Jubilee. While much has changed since those times, other aspects are 

reassuringly familiar. 

“On June 21st 1887 Modbury awoke to a beautiful, warm summer’s day with a pleasant 

breeze; perfect for the elaborate outdoor event that was to follow and for which a great 

deal of preparation had been made, in the hope of fine weather.” This year’s celebrations of 

Queen Elizabeth II’s Platinum Jubilee will be as weather-dependent now as in Queen 

Victoria’s time. No change there then. 

The following is an extract, from the records, of Modbury’s great celebration. 

“The day started at 9:00am in the Parish church where the vicar, Rev. G.C. Green and the 

Baptist Minister and Wesleyan Preacher of the time conducted the service between them. 

Two additional verses to the national Anthem were sung. These had been written specially 

for the great occasion.  

The church service was followed by a Grand Procession which formed up in New Road at 

10:30am, ready to process at 11:00am. The route took in Back Lane, Traine Terrace, 

Galpin Street, Broad Street, Church Street, Barracks Road, Cottage, Brownston Street 

and Poundwell Street. 

Part of the procession must have been on wagons as a Wagons Committee had been 

formed. 

The procession was led by a mounted Bugler. The entourage that followed, included: 

the High Bailiff, Town Crier, Portreeve, Foreman of the Jury and mounted Manor 

officials. Next came “The Queen” flanked by an escort of mounted guards in military 

costume. These were followed by Officers and Midshipmen of the Navy, Mounted 

Yeomanry, Ministers of all denominations, professional gentlemen, the Sunday 

Schools, Licenced Victuallers and agricultural labourers, three abreast. 

The Modbury Band followed ahead of members from each local craft and trade. 

These included: shepherds and shepherdesses, wool combers, tailors, butchers, 

tanners, saddlers, a sweep, millwrights, wheelwrights, tinmen, stone breakers and 

masons and many others. The Modbury Harriers with their Master Mr N.W.O. Pitts 

and Huntsman Doney, brought up the rear. 



Lunch was held in the streets at 1:30pm. Tables, covered in paper, were set out and 

stretched from the steps in Church Street to New Road. 

The feast included: mutton, pork, new potatoes and bread, with cider or beer for the 

adults and ginger beer for the under 12s. 

An indication of the scale of this event can be seen from some of the food quantities. 

One thousand lbs. of meat was supplied at 6d per lb., bread, costing just under a 

penny a lb., was provided in 4lb. loaves. There were 800lbs. of new potatoes and an 

allowance of a pint or beer or cider per person. 

Sitting down for this street party were 1,484 people plus carvers and waiters who 

dined afterwards. The sick people of the Parish were given a hot meal in their own 

home. All attending were asked to bring their own plates, knives and forks. 

After the lunch, sports took place, again in the streets for most part. There were flat 

races, tug-of-war, hurdles, egg and spoon, sack races and climbing the greasy pole. 

On the Bowling Green were held high jump and long jump events as well as a Grand 

Jubilee Race along a course from New Road Corner, Brownston Street, Cottage and 

Barracks Road to Church Street. The prize was a special Jubilee Cup. 

Starting on Friday’s Hill, a steeplechase was run over Traine Estate, down Brownston 

Street to Market Cross. The winner collected a prize of ten shillings.  

Tea was held at 6:00pm in the streets. Provisions included 500lbs of cake and over a 

thousand tough cakes. Eighty ladies of the Parish presided over forty tea tables. 

A bonfire had been erected on Hilly Beacon and at 9:30pm a torchlight procession, 

led by the band, left Market Cross heading for the bonfire where fire balloons were 

discharged. Each village seems to have vied with the next to see which could count 

the most lit beacons. Some claimed they could see forty or fifty across the South 

Hams countryside.”  

So all those heading for the sports field bonfire and fireworks on Thursday 2nd June 

this year will be keeping alive a tradition that goes back at least one hundred and 

thirty five years. 

          Colin Whybrow 


