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As teenagers in the 1960s, my 
friends and I looked forward to 
what was affectionately known 
as “the feast”, a visiting 
fairground operated by the 
Thurston family. It happened 
every September and inevitably 
it rained for most of the week. In 
any case the nights were 
drawing in and the atmosphere 
of the fair was great with all the 
rides, the smell of toffee apples, 
candy floss and hotdogs as well 
as the many sideshows but we 
never won a prize on the hoop-
la because the ring never got 
fully over the object. One 
fairground ride which we all 
loved and found exciting was 
the rotor or gravitron. It was a 
circular drum about twenty feet 
high where everyone stood 
against a wall close to the top 
and it would begin to spin 
gathering speed until it was 
running incredibly fast. As it 
gathered speed the floor of the 
ride moved downwards to the 
bottom of the cylinder and everyone was suspended and 
forced against the wall. We were firmly fixed to the spot 
although we could turn ourselves upside down and do silly 
things with our hands and feet. We could not, however, 
move from where we were. As the ride ended and slowed 
down, we found ourselves being loosened from the wall 
with the feeling we were going to fall, however, we didn’t 
because the floor returned to its position beneath our feet, 
so we were able to stand up safely.  

While researching my family history I discovered an 
ancestral connection with the Thurston family who were a 
dynasty of travelling fairground folk in the east of England. 
I wish I had known this way back in my teenage years. 

The origins of the funfairs 

The above represents the modern-day atmosphere of the 
funfair, but what was it like for our ancestors? Many 
modern fairs and amusement parks in the United Kingdom 
evolved during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
although they can trace their origins back to charters and 
privileges granted in the medieval period.  

There were three types of fairs:  

prescriptive fairs - established by 
custom and based on the 
principle of trading  

charter fairs – as the name 
suggests were granted and 
protected by Royal Charter  

hiring or mop fairs – mainly in 
agricultural regions for the 
annual hiring of labourers. (See 
Bulletin No.57 May 2025 – 
Statute and Hiring Fairs.) 

Thousands of people came 
together over the centuries to 
visit the fairs for trading or 
commerce as well as indulging in 
a little pleasure. Some fairs have 
been located on the same site for 
centuries and may even pre-date 
the history of the town or 
settlement in which they are 
held. The timing of many fairs 
was tied into religious festivals or 
to celebrate saints’ days, but it is 
likely that similar events had 
been held in Roman Britain or 
even earlier. 

Most fairs were held annually and provided opportunities 
for people to mingle and enjoy entertainment. Most fairs 
were temporary but, on some fairgrounds, permanent 
structures were erected. Between 1199 and 1350 over 
fifteen hundred charters were issued granting the rights to 
hold fairs. During the 1800s the commercial element 
declined to be replaced by entertainment particularly 
where the fairs were joined by travelling circuses or 
menageries. Today over two hundred fairs take place every 
week in season throughout the United Kingdom. 

Performers offered a break from routine daily life and 
became a staple of community life, drawing crowds from 
the surrounding area. The Statute of Winchester in 1285 
formalized these gatherings by allowing the provision of 
fairs which marked the beginning of a vibrant tradition. The 
medieval fairs became the foundation for the modern 
funfair experiences of today. However, it was the granting 
of Royal Charters that really put funfairs on the map. The 
royal endorsement elevated the significance of fairs within 
society by ensuring that they were more than just 

IT’S ALL SWINGS AND ROUNDABOUTS 
Ian Waller 

Chorleywood  Steam Fair (author’s photo) 
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 occasional events enjoying legitimacy, protection and 

encouraging a diverse range of attractions. 

Early fairs 

The original fairs were associated with the annual hiring or 
‘mop fairs’ that existed in agricultural regions for hiring 
labourers. Their origins can be traced back to the Statute of 
Labourers in 1351. 

At these early fairs, entertainment would have not been 
the main purpose, but gradually it became the norm.  
Before the late eighteenth century, shops were a rarity 
outside of major towns and only local merchants had 
permission to conduct business. The fairs presented a rare 
opportunity to buy products not generally available locally. 
Early entertainment was basic and included crude games, 
strolling players and primitive riding devices (early 
roundabouts) which would have featured alongside the 
trade stalls and booths. By the late eighteenth century fairs 
were more than just simple marketplaces.  

Fairs began to include spectacles and performances for 
audiences of thousands including acrobatics, tightrope 
walkers, fire eaters, exotic animal exhibitions, puppet 
shows, rides, fortune-tellers and other performers, as well 
as food and drink stalls. So much so that they became 
premier entertainment events lasting for up to two weeks.  

Around the start of the nineteenth century, new and 
enterprising sideshows were becoming commonplace 
including waxworks, freak shows, wrestlers and mechanical 
puppets, all became an established part of the fairground. 
By the second half of the nineteenth century, the golden 
age of travelling entertainment had arrived and the 
showmen and their exhibits became the fairground 
celebrities of the day.  

The turning point in fairground history 

The Victorian period was the turning point in fairground 
development. It was the Industrial Revolution that 
transformed funfairs with the introduction of steam-
powered rides and other mechanical innovations enabling 
fairs to become larger and more elaborate affairs drawing 

larger crowds. 

Victorian funfairs became spectacles, outwardly reflecting 
society’s fascination with progress and innovation. Ornate 
decorations and architectural features added to their 
popularity which enabled fairgrounds to become the 
colourful nucleus of entertainment and spectacle, thus 
capturing the imagination of clientele from all social 
classes. 

During the Victorian period, funfairs embraced an 
important role in community life by offering both 
amusement and escapism and serving as a welcome break 
from the daily drudge of the industrial towns and cities.  

Travelling fairs 

Travelling fairs have a rich history within Britain. They 
moved around the countryside, regularly bringing pleasure 
to both towns and villages that they visited. Most were 
vibrant spectacles, helping to transform each location 
visited into a lively hub of activity. 

Their itinerant nature makes them unique in fairground 
history. What sets travelling fairs apart is their role in 
introducing audiences to new forms of amusement, art, 
and entertainment and in so doing embodying the essence 
of British cultural heritage. Most fairground operators 
worked a regional circuit of visits. 

 

The latter years of the nineteenth century and early 
twentieth century were the golden age of funfairs in Britain 
making the most of an increase in creativity and innovation 
within the fairground industry. New and more thrilling 
rides offered both excitement and wonder to the fairgoer. 

It was during this period that the role of showmen became 
increasingly significant. These enterprising individuals 
owned and operated many attractions and became the 

Hiring and statute fair, north of 
England from London Illustrated 
News No.2217, November 1881  

Image of part of Carter’s fair—rides have recently been for 

sale. See www.carterssteamfair.co.uk/ 
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custodians of the fairground experience so much so that in 
1889, the Showmen’s Guild of Great Britain was 
established with the aim of protecting the interests of 
travelling showmen by providing a structured framework 
and support network, all of which helped sustain the 
vibrant growth of funfairs across the country. 

Many advances of the past 150 years were exploited by the 
travelling showmen. The showmen were responsible for 
inventions such as the cinema, relying upon the wide-
spread use of electricity. By the start of the nineteenth 
century attractions such as theatrical booths, waxworks, 
and freak shows dominated the fairgrounds whereas the 
middle of the century saw the advent of the menageries, 
which gained popularity amongst visitors over and above 

their rival shows. These shows are 
perhaps the best documented of all 
the amusements that appeared on 
the fairground until the introduction 
of steam-powered rides. The people 
who exhibited such shows became 
well-known fairground personalities, 
the best-known being George Sanger. 
[Picture left from Findagrave website.] 

However, in the 1860s and 1870s fairs throughout the 
country had been in danger for two reasons: the Fairs Acts 
of 1868 and 1871 and the loss of traditional sites in town. 
The 1871 Act allowed local authorities or ‘owners’ of fairs 
the right to petition for their abolition and the further 
amendments introduced in the Fairs Act of 1873, created 
the possibility of changing the days when the event could 
be held.  

In the 1860s the introduction of steam-powered 
roundabouts revolutionised the Victorian fair and set the 
scene for the modern travelling amusement business 
following which Frederick Savage established a business in 
King's Lynn, Norfolk constructing mechanised roundabouts. 
The company produced a range of rides culminating in 
1891 with the "gallopers" later known as the carousel. The 
golden age of the fairground roundabouts was yet to come, 
but the seeds had been planted. 

By the end of the Victorian era, the fairground 
incorporated many different rides including steam yachts, 
switchbacks and galloping horses. The attractions of the 
age including ghost shows, cinematography and X-ray 
photography were exploited by the showmen who 
advertised these attractions as being patronised by people 
of all classes. By the end of the nineteenth century, the 
golden age of the fairground had arrived and fairs 
continued to prosper during the season from Easter to 
November, so fairs became a feature of the holiday 
calendar in towns, seaside resorts and the countryside. 

Modern travelling fairs owe their existence to the network 
of both chartered and prescriptive fairs. In the twentieth 

century the advent of exciting rides such as the Whip, the 
Caterpillar, Waltzer, big wheel, hurricane jets and dodgems 
transformed the atmosphere of the fairground. 

Some of the showmen who exhibited in this period gained 
significant wealth and left the fairground scene completely. 
Among those who stayed in the fairground system were 
the dynasties who laid the foundations of the successes of 
the late nineteenth century. Amongst these was Charles 
Thurston. 

The history of Thurston's Fairgrounds dates back to 1833, 
making it one of the oldest travelling showman families still 
working fairgrounds today. The business, centred on East 
Anglia, has been passed down through multiple 
generations of the family.  

Henry Thurston was an early figure, known for bringing 
four-abreast gallopers and carousels to fairs before 1906 
and introducing bioscope shows around 1908. 

Charles Thurston, 1882–1928, anticipated the decline of 
bioscope shows and cleverly diversified the operation. His 
first venture was his Royal Show, a two-waggon fronted 
bioscope which he travelled with his wife Charlotte. 
Between 1902 to 1907 the show was extensively adapted 
and refitted to keep ahead with the latest fashions. An 
eighty-nine-key Marenghi organ was added, the show was 
extended, incorporating a canopy over the organ and 
engine. He also invested in static cinemas, firstly opening 
the Electric Palace in Harwich in 1911 and then the Empire 
Cinema in Biggleswade and Palace Cinema in Norwich in 
1913. However, by the 1920s he sold his cinemas to focus 
on his travelling fairground. His shows were known for 
novelties like colourmatography and illusionists as part of 
his sideshows. 

Stanley Thurston, born 1898, continued the business as a 
prominent showman in the east of England and was 
responsible for introducing dodgems to the fair. John 
Thurston worked with Robert Lakin a well-known ride 
builder of the time, to devise a British version of the Skid in 
the later 1920s. 

The Thurston family was among the 
major fairground providers known for 
bringing a wide variety of other rides to 
fairs as technology evolved from 
horsepower and steam to electric and 
diesel power. 

During World War II, Thurston's continued to operate as 
part of "Stay at Home Holidays" initiative. Today, the 
company continues to operate as Stanley Thurston and 
Sons Family Fun Fair, maintaining the family's long tradition 
of providing entertainment at fairs like the ones in 
Rushden, Cambridge and Bedford. 

Charles junior, son of Charles, became president of the 
Showmen's Guild. 
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The Showmen’s Guild 

The Showmen's Guild of Great Britain (https://
showmensguild.co.uk/) was founded in 1889 as the United 
Kingdom Van-dwellers’ Protection Association in Salford 
and exists to protect the interests of Travelling Showmen in 
Great Britain. The guild’s formation was the turning point 
for showmen to identify their lifestyle as a “cultural group” 
and not just an occupation. 

As an insular community, most marriages were within the 
community and they had their own language (Polari), 
traditions and customs resulting in long lineages within 
their own community, thus most showmen are part of their 
own unique cultural group. Because they are of the 
travelling community, most British showmen have a mix of 
English, Welsh, Scottish and Irish heritage. Some even have 
partial Romany traveller heritage also.  

In 1917, the Showmen's Guild of Great Britain was 
recognised as the trade association for the travelling funfair 
families. It had the right to represent their business at all 
levels of society promoting and protecting the showmen's 
way of life and preserving the cultural heritage of both fairs 
and circuses. The guild has its own rule book and is 
organized into ten regional divisions. It supports the 
National Fairground Archive, set up in 1994 at the 
University of Sheffield (see later). 

Popular fairground rides 

Gallopers (Carousel)  

In 1876 Charles Loof built Coney Island’s first carousel 
which was a crude ride consisting of a rotating circular 
platform with carved horse seats for riders, but it was 
sometime before the carousel came to this country. In 
1893 Frank Bostock brought a set of gallopers to Britain 
which soon became a very popular attractions at fairs. 
Some of gallopers survive today or are modern recreations 
of the historic ride. On Southport seafront Golden 
Gallopers are a semi-permanent feature built around 1900 
by Savages of King’s Lynn. The Fairground Heritage 
Collection includes a set of gallopers that were built by 
Savages. Carter’s Steam Fair (no longer travelling) has a set 
of gallopers that were originally built by Robert Tidman & 
Sons of Norwich in 1895. Gallopers are also a feature on 
some of Britain’s leading piers, including Brighton, 
Blackpool Pleasure Beach and Bournemouth. 

Big Wheel  

This was originally known as a ferris wheel, having been 
designed by George W. Ferris for the 1893 Chicago Fair and 
is very much an American innovation. In England the first 
big wheel was erected at Earl’s Court in 1894, but it had 
technical problems for which engineer Hubert Cecil Booth 
was commissioned to fix the faults. At Blackpool, a 200 foot
-diameter wheel weighing 1,000 tons was built at the 
Winter Gardens by the Blackpool Gigantic Wheel Company. 

It opened in 1896. It was slow, jerky and uncomfortable but 
continued to operate until 1928. When the London Eye 
opened in 2000, the slow observation wheel returned to its 
monumental roots. Big wheels have remained a feature of 
the fairground to the modern day. 

Swings and roundabouts 

By the 1860s fairground swings had evolved from ancient 
rope swings to mechanised steam-powered "swing boats" 

and included Chair-o-Planes 
and Traver Circle Swings which 
provided sensations of flight. 
Swings became popular in 
Georgian pleasure gardens 
where they were manually 
operated or pushed but by the 
1860s, farm machinery 

manufacturers like Savages adapted steam power driving 
fairground rides. [Image 1904 ticket, Heart of Coney Island 
website.] 

Swing boats evolved from the pushed swings, with riders 
pulling ropes through overhead pulleys, and later 
developed into multiple boats on "A" frames, popular until 
the 1930s. However, the early 1900s saw the advent of 
Traver Circle Swings capable of reaching eighty feet high 
and carrying dozens of passengers at high speeds. The 
Chair-o-Planes also became a classic, offering a gentler, 
spinning experience. Chair-o-planes were patented by John 
Inshaw from Birmingham in 1888 and in 1904 the opening 
of the Captive Flying Machine at Blackpool Pleasure Beach 
saw swings replaced by gondolas. 

Roundabouts of various types date back to the medieval 
period, perhaps even earlier. Until cars became popular, 
people relied on the horse for transportation inspiring the 
most common form of roundabout mount for the past few 
centuries. 

Early horse roundabouts known as dobbies were aimed at 
children. Dobbies were manually propelled by the 
operator. As with every other fairground ride, steam 
replaced muscle power and steam dobbies were popular 
from the mid-nineteenth century, the first appearing in 
about 1865 led by Frederick Savage. Savage’s first steam-
powered ride was the velocipede based on early bicycles 
which were all the rage in the 1870s. Although the 
roundabout was worked by a steam engine riders could still 
pedal their machines around. 

Cycles and horses were not the only things Savage used on 
his roundabouts. He also used boats on a ride called Sea-on
-Land that were made to roll and pitch on cranks attached 
to large wheels moving over a circular track beneath a 
revolving platform. In the early 1880s galloping cockerels 
were also introduced as platform rides. The popularity of 
the railway was also a natural subject for the roundabout 

https://showmensguild.co.uk/
https://showmensguild.co.uk/
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and in 1885 Savage produced Tunnel Railways on which a 
train ran on a circular track, partially obscured by a tunnel.  

Although Frederick Savage was a prominent pioneer of 
steam roundabouts he didn’t have a monopoly. Other 
engineering firms producing roundabouts included Robert 
Tidman of Norwich and Thomas Walker of Tewkesbury. 

Dodgems or bumper cars 

The iconic dodgems were introduced in Britain in 1928 by 
the Lusse Brothers. Although there were earlier models in 
existence, they did not gain popularity until they appeared 
in the fairgrounds by several British firms including Orton 
and Spooner and Robert Lakin. 

The origin of the dodgems is difficult to pinpoint with 
several claims to the invention and a registration of several 
patents. However, the most important was their 
development into their current format which is a 
controllable bumper car powered through an electrical pick
-up linked to roof nets above the track. As early as 1913 
Blackpool Pleasure Beach had a version of the dodgems 
called the Witching Waves whereby motion was provided 
by a complex arrangement of tilting floor panels and 
upgraded in 1921 with the dodgems introduced and 
patented by George Tonner. 

The index of patents has several entries for dodgems, the 
first described as a 'Dodgem system' in 1921 although it is 
unclear whether this bore any resemblance to the modern-
day ride. The next patent was dated 1923 and are 
described as, ‘Dodgem type Bumper cars patented by Lusse 
Brothers’ who provided other patents for drive mechanism 
and steering but is difficult to establish if the electrical pick-
up pole existed at this point. Three more patents followed 
in 1928 including from the Lusse Brothers for ‘Dodgem 
electrical apparatus’. What is certain is that Lusse 
perfected the dodgem car used until recent times. 

In the early years the dodgem cars were made of tin so 
there was little protection for the rider. The original cars 
were not meant to bump because they would easily fall 
apart. The thrill was in giving drivers the chance to drive 
and avoid hitting each other’s cars, hence the name. 
Bumping rather than dodging is a modern interpretation of 
the ride. 

National Fairground and Circus Archive  

https://sheffield.ac.uk/library/special-collections-heritage-
and-archives/national-fairground-and-circus-archive  

Those readers with fairground ancestors should research, 
firstly in their local archives to see if they hold any records 
of visiting fairs locally but the best place for research will 
be the National Fairground and Circus Archive which 
embodies the history of this type of entertainment from as 
early as the seventeenth century. It holds information on 
every aspect of travelling entertainment. 

The archive was established in 1994 and is housed in the 
Western Bank Library, University of Sheffield. It is a unique 
collection of photographic, printed, manuscript and 
audiovisual material covering all aspects of travelling show 
people. Records exist in the archive for all the people and 
organisations mentioned in this article although they may 
be incomplete. The National Fairground and Circus Archive 
is supported by the Showmen's Guild of Great Britain and 
the Fairground Association of Great Britain 
(www.fagb.co.uk/).  

 

 

It covers every aspect of fairground, circus and allied 
entertainment together with the business and life of 
travelling show people including the evolution of 
showmanship and travelling show people as a defined 
community. The archive was initially focused on fairground 
history but in 2016 the Circus Friends’ Association 
(www.circusfriends.co.uk/)donated its archive, thus 
incorporating circus history.  

The collections include information about the fairground, 
circus, variety and music hall, magic, sideshows, boxing 
booths, traveling cinematograph shows, pleasure and 
zoological gardens, amusement and theme parks, 
menageries, performing animals, optical illusion, traveling 
exhibitions, seaside entertainment and world’s fairs and 
expositions making it a primary source of research and 
teaching material. Alan Ruston’s book Ancestors who 
worked in the theatre includes all performing arts and has 
an extensive section on archives holding records.  

Image from historic photograph collection 

Gallery – Fairground Heritage Trust  

Dodgems now at Statfold Country Park 

https://sheffield.ac.uk/library/special-collections-heritage-and-archives/national-fairground-and-circus-archive
https://sheffield.ac.uk/library/special-collections-heritage-and-archives/national-fairground-and-circus-archive
http://www.fagb.co.uk/
http://www.circusfriends.co.uk/
http://www.familyhistorybooksonline.com/ancestors-who-worked-in-the-theatre-by-alan-ruston-461
http://www.familyhistorybooksonline.com/ancestors-who-worked-in-the-theatre-by-alan-ruston-461
https://www.fairground-heritage.org.uk/gallery/
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National Fairground Museums 

There are several fairground museums around the country 
but three working fairground museums are worth 
mentioning as they provide a living experience in the way 
our ancestors would have experienced.  

The National Fairground Museum at Statfold Country Park 
near Tamworth in Staffordshire worked alongside the 
Fairground Heritage Trust (www.fairground-
heritage.org.uk/) to establish a working museum of 
fairground rides, as opposed to an archive.  Image above of 
some of the rides at the museum. Many of the rides were 
transferred by the trust from the Dingle’s Fairground 
Heritage Centre, Cornwall, when it closed in 2024 although 
some exhibits had to be sold to raise much needed funds. 
The remaining rides were transferred to Statfold and also 
to Hollycombe. Scarborough Fair Collection in Yorkshire 
also has various exhibits. 

Each museum displays a wide variety of Victorian and 
Edwardian rides together with fairground sideshows and 
games arcades previously being an integral part of steam 
fairs within the United Kingdom. The collections bring to 
life the historical development of fairgrounds from around 
the mid to late1800s. Some of the rides owned by the 
Fairground Heritage Trust are awaiting restoration at 
various sites. 

Statfold National Fairground Museum - https://
statfold.com/  

At Statfold there are eight vintage fairground rides in 
working order including an Ark Speedway, dodgems from 
1935, a Shaw’s Moon Rocket, Edwards’ Chariot Racer, a 
gallopers roundabout, a ghost train, vintage swing chairs 
and dobbie horses, together with sideshow stalls where 
fairground visitors can exercise their skills and participate 
in arcade games. The collection also includes examples of 
fairground showmen’s living wagons together with 
examples of the vehicles that transported the rides 
between venues.  

Hollycombe Steam in the Country - 
www.hollycombe.co.uk/  
The attractions at Hollycombe include Golden Gallopers, 
Steam Swingboats, Dobbie and Steam Chair-o-Planes. 
There is also a bioscope, children’s roundabouts and 
various side shows. 

Scarborough Fair Collection - 
www.scarboroughfaircollection.com/  
At the Scarborough Fair Collection they have steam engines 
and fifteen mechanical and fairground organs. The rides 
include Tidman Golden Galloping Horses originally built in 
1893. They also have a rare caterpillar ride, a ghost train, a 
mini-Austin car ride, The Cake Walk, dodgems and 20th 
Century Thriller Noah’s Ark. 

The Allure of the Funfair 

Funfairs have come a long way since their beginnings. 
Today, they offer exciting entertainment attracting all ages. 
Funfairs are a vibrant mixture of art, music, and community 
life embodying a colourful history that reflects society 
changes over time. With their themed attractions, funfairs 
have influenced popular culture by capturing the joy and 
imagination of many generations. Their legacy is evidence 
of the human relationship for amusement and spectacle. 

Funfairs continue to hold a special place in British lives and 
remain an entertainment tradition that has blossomed 
throughout the centuries providing memories for all who 
visit and continue to enchant new generations. Hundreds 
of established fairs still exist in Britain today, many of 
which are an important event in the annual calendar often 
held following the autumn harvest or in the spring. While 
the Victorian era is considered the golden age of the 
fairground, fairs were the original focal point of community 
life with more humble origins. 

Today's showmen are taking the fairground experience to 
the next level providing exciting, cutting-edge rides and 
state-of-the-art attractions which draw in crowds and help 
establish funfairs as a vital element of entertainment. 

Those of you who find you have showmen and travelling 
funfair operators in your ancestry will find a wealth of 
information available to enlighten you about their activities 
and travel patterns. 
 

About the author  
Ian Waller is retiring in June as an officer of the 
Family History Federation. He is a retired 
professional genealogist. He is a Fellow of AGRA 
and also a Fellow of the Society of Genealogists. 
He has a number of books available from Family History Books. 

The Romany and Traveller Family History Society helps those tracing Romany, 

Traveller or fairground forebears. Visit their website for details: https://rtfhs.org.uk/  

http://www.fairground-heritage.org.uk/
http://www.fairground-heritage.org.uk/
https://statfold.com/
https://statfold.com/
http://www.hollycombe.co.uk/
http://www.scarboroughfaircollection.com/
https://www.familyhistorybooksonline.com/
https://rtfhs.org.uk/


 8 

 

 Really Useful Bulletin 

 

Articles from member societies and organisations are welcomed before end of previous month! 

admin@familyhistoryfederation.com 

Articles from FHF members are welcome. Copy date is 1st of the month of issue.  
admin@familyhistoryfederation.com 

 

       INVITATION!!   
       PLEASE COME AND JOIN US! 

This is YOUR OPPORTUNITY  

to serve the family history community! 

The Family History Federation is an educational charity and umbrella 

organisation representing over 160 genealogical, historical and heraldic 

societies worldwide. 

Founded in 1974, it serves as a central hub to coordinate research projects, 

provide educational resources and advocate for the preservation and 

accessibility of historical archives. 

 
We are seeking enthusiastic volunteers to enhance our capabilities in the following areas: 

 

REGIONAL EVENTS ORGANISER (UK) 

Whilst we use ZOOM a great deal for organisational and meeting purposes, there is no doubt that face-to-face 

events are more enjoyable and more effective than online events. Plus, they are unmatched for networking and 

sharing experiences. Could YOU help us bring back in-person regional events to the UK? 

 

 

ONLINE TRAINING OFFICER 

Love it or hate it, Trustee and Committee Training is essential for both compliance and effectiveness in the 

modern world. As a trained teacher with proven presentation skills, could YOU bring life and FUN to a new 

programme of short, punchy training videos? 

 

 

WEBSITE MANAGER 

The Family History Federation currently operates four main websites, each with a different purpose, as follows: 

 www.familyhistoryfederation.com  Family History Society members-only website (password protected) 

 www.exploreyourgenealogy.co.uk  FREE website benefitting the entire family history community 

 www.parishchest.com    Marketplace website primarily supporting our member societies 

 www.familyhistorybooksonline.com Specialist retail bookshop for family history related books and maps. 

Do YOU have the skills to help manage and/or run one or more of the above? If so, we’d love to hear 

from you! 

 

 

INTERNATIONAL OFFICER (North America) 

Could YOU add a North American perspective to the work of the Family History Federation? We need 

to hear YOUR views! 

 

For more information regarding any of the above posts and to set up an informal chat, please contact: 
 

Steve Manning—chairman@familyhistoryfederation.com   

 

mailto:admin@familyhistoryfederation.com
mailto:admin@familyhistoryfederation.com
mailto:chairman@familyhistoryfederation.com
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The Really Useful Bulletin welcomes contributions from all Federation member organisations.   

It is opportunity to promote your society to the extensive Bulletin readership. 

Wagga Wagga and District 

Family History Society Inc.      

 

The society was formed in 1983 by a group of local enthusiasts. 
Wagga Wagga is a rural city in the southern Riverina area of 
New South Wales, approximately five hours by car from 
Sydney and four from Melbourne.  The aboriginal meaning is 
“place of many crows”, and also known as “the city of good 
sports” as there are many sporting opportunities in and 
around the city.  Wagga Wagga is situated on an old crossing 
place of the Murrumbidgee River. The population is now 
around 70,734. 

Our society’s logo is based on a River Red Gum tree that is 
growing on the banks of the Murrumbidgee.  The water is the 
Murrumbidgee River; the roots relate to family research; the 
trunk signifies our society’s solid growth; and the spreading 
foliage is the people we find while researching our families.  

Our rooms are at 24 Tarakan Avenue, Ashmont (a suburb of 
Wagga Wagga), NSW 2650 (a Council-owned building 
previously a pre-school).  Opening hours are 10am to 3pm on 
Mondays and Wednesdays, 1pm to 3pm on Tuesdays. Most of 
our 114 members live in Wagga Wagga or smaller towns in the 
area, although we have members from other Australian states 
and overseas.  Our excellent research officer, Leanne Diessel, 
finds information for Australian and worldwide researchers. 

Our aim is to help researchers find family and local information 
to assist in tracing the movements of their ancestors.  We have 
a wide range of resources: books, CDs, DVDs, databases on 
local people, microfiche, microfilm, and periodicals from 
Australian and overseas family history and historical societies.  
There are nine large filing cabinets full of clippings from local 
newspapers! We collect information on towns, older buildings, 
properties and businesses in our area.  One of our members 
has been collecting death and in memoriam notices from 
newspapers for the area and produced two CDs which are for 
sale.  We also have transcriptions of local cemeteries for sale. 
With loaned card indexes from funeral directors, members 
have collated a database of information on local people which 
is not readily available from other sources.  We also have a 
collection of out-of-print local history books which members 
have been indexing to make research easier.  

Two members have been working with the City Library running 
seminars on family history subjects; they also visit places 
around Wagga Wagga and host beginner ‘researching your 
family history’ programmes. A recent workshop was well 
attended.  We try to have interesting guest speakers, or 
subjects for member participation, at our monthly general 
meetings.  We publish a journal, Murrumbidgee Ancestor, 
three times a year with interesting articles by members. 
 

Find us on our website:  www.waggafamilyhistory.org.au              
Email us on:  wwdfhs@yahoo.com.au 

Alde Valley Suffolk Family 

History Group 
 

NEW WEBSITE FOR FAMILY HISTORY GROUP! 

The Alde Valley Suffolk Family History Group (AVSFHG) has 
recently launched a new website:  

https://www.avsfhg.org.uk  

This has been designed to bring together information about 
the group's activities in a modern and simple-to-navigate 
hub, easily accessed by scanning a QR code. Partly made 
possible by a generous donation from the Sizewell C 
Community Fund, the website also incorporates a dedicated 
members' area full of all sorts of interesting goodies! 

Much easier to 
navigate than the 
previous website, 
anyone can easily find 
details of monthly 
talks and events; free 
family history 
research sessions and 
advice; and paid-up 
members have free 
access to monthly 
talks at the Fromus 
Centre in 
Saxmundham (either 

in person or online via Zoom); a copy of the group's very 
informative quarterly newsletter; and notifications about 
events, discounts and family history special offers from the 
likes of Ancestry and Findmypast. 

The cost of individual membership is just £10, so whether 
you are just starting out on your family history journey, an 
experienced researcher seeking help with a genealogical 
'brick-wall', or simply have an interest in the people and 
events that shaped our beautiful county of Suffolk, why not 
take a look at the re-vamped website and, if you like what 
you see, consider signing up?  

You can be sure of a warm welcome! 

Maggie Strutt 

City of York and District  
Family History Society 
 

Yorkshire Family History Societies Fair  

on Saturday 27 June at Acomb Parish Hall has 
unfortunately been CANCELLED due to venue issues.  
Please do not turn up!  

http://www.waggafamilyhistory.org.au
mailto:wwdfhs@yahoo.com.au
https://www.avsfhg.org.uk/
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The Really Useful Bulletin welcomes contributions from all Federation member organisations.   

It is opportunity to promote your society to the extensive Bulletin readership. 

Huddersfield & District Family 
History Society 

 

Our society has two fascinating events over the summer 
months this year. 

The first takes place over five weekends at the Colne Valley 
Museum in Golcar, Huddersfield, HD7 4PY.  The museum 
will be open on Saturdays and Sundays from 12 noon to 
4.00 pm from 4 July to 2 August, and will include an 
exhibition by our society entitled ‘What did your Ancestors 
do? Occupations of the Past’.  

Many of our volunteers have written pieces about their 
ancestors and their various occupations which will be 
displayed, and we will be offering family and house history 
help and advice. 

It will provide an interesting afternoon out as there will also 
be demonstrations of weaving and spinning in this 
fascinating Victorian museum which has various room 
displays in keeping with mid-nineteenth century Yorkshire 
and the textile industry.  Refreshments are available in the 
museum’s café. 

Our next event takes place on Saturday and Sunday 1 and 2 
August when we will have a marquee at the Standedge 
Tunnel Visitor Centre’s 25th Anniversary event at Tunnel 
End, Marsden, Huddersfield HD7 6NQ, (picture below)which 
has been organised by the Canal and River Trust.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We plan to exhibit research into the Black Moss Flood which 
took place in 1810, inundating the village of Marsden, sadly 
with the loss of lives of several people whose family 
relationships have been disputed over the years. 

Why not join us to find out more about family history 
research in our area?  There will be canal boat trips into the 
tunnel (the longest, deepest and highest in Britain), other 
exhibitors, a café and so much more for all the family. 

For more information about this and other HDFHS events 
later in 2026 go to: 
 

https://hdfhs.org.uk/our-events/  

London Westminster and 

Middlesex Family History Society 
 

Hendon Parish Research Guide 

Our revised, updated and expanded list of the 
main records of interest to the genealogical 
researcher for the area based on the ancient 
parish of Hendon booklet is out now!  

Our second edition has an extra twenty-eight 
pages of useful information for you. The area has a large 
Jewish population and we have greatly expanded this section, 
as well as those about local burial grounds, business and 
company records, nonconformist registers and schools.  

Apart from the vital records of the various religious 
denominations, examples of subjects covered in this booklet 
are police records – Hendon Police College was founded in 
1934 and is the main training centre for the Metropolitan 
Police, and RAF Hendon. Details include where records can be 
found, whether they are original hard-copy records, 
transcriptions in books, or on the internet, including newly 
digitised archives from the collections at Barnet Local Studies 
and Archives.  

The ancient Middlesex parish of Hendon includes the districts 
of Brent Cross, Child’s Hill, Church End, Colindale, part of 
Cricklewood, Golders Green, Grahame Park, some of 
Hampstead Garden Suburb, Holders Hill, Mill Hill, Temple 
Fortune, The Burroughs, The Hyde, The Welsh Harp and West 
Hendon, which are now in the London Borough of Barnet. This 
ninety-six-page A5 illustrated booklet is part of our ongoing 
series of LWMFHS Parish Research Guides.  

See our website for more information: https://lwmfhs.org/ 

Where Were They Buried: St Pancras 

Are you trying to find out where someone who died in the 
ancient parish of St Pancras was buried? We might be able to 
point you in the right direction! 

Our latest ‘Where Were They 
Buried’ talk is now available in 
the members’ only area of our 
website. This talk covers the 
districts of Agar Town, Bedford 
New Town, Brookfield, 
Camden, Chalk Farm, Euston, 
Fitzrovia, Gospel Oak, 

Haverstock Hill, Highgate, Kentish Town, Kings Cross, Regent’s 
Park and Somers Town, so most of what is now the London 
Borough of Camden.  

In the talk we show which records are available and where 
they can be found. We do hope you will find it useful! You 
must be a member to see this video – membership starts at 
only £12. See our website for information on how to join:  

https://lwmfhs.org/  

https://hdfhs.org.uk/our-events/
https://lwmfhs.org/
https://lwmfhs.org/


 11 

 

 Really Useful Bulletin 

 

Articles from FHF members are welcome. Copy date is 1st of the month of issue.  

admin@familyhistoryfederation.com 

 

First week of June 2026 

 

A special edition of the Bulletin will be winging your way 

for Volunteers’ Week—the family history  volunteers’ 

week special! 

The Federation’s admin officer—Debbie—has been 

working hard collating stories from volunteers...and listing 

opportunities for YOU to get involved. 

Volunteering comes in many shapes and forms from short

-term projects to appointments to committees and 

everything in between.  There is always something YOU 

can do to help keep your local—or not so local—society 

functioning. 

In recent years there has been a downward trend in the 

willingness of individuals to “muck in and help” and this 

applies to many local groups.  To “do something” for local 

groups used to be the norm, but that is no longer 

happening. We need to change things—YOU can help! 

At a recent show, it was lovely hearing how volunteers for 

various societies had enjoyed meeting visitors—and even 

more enjoyable when those visitors stopped at the 

Federation’s stand to say how much they had learned 

from all the lovely, helpful volunteers!   

 

 

All the Federation’s member groups can order FREE 

special “join and volunteer” printed cards to hand out—

there is space for the details of the local society to be 

added.  Contact Debbie for details.  

admin@familyhistoryfederation.com 

 

What is Family History Books & Maps? 

Family History Books is part of the Federation. It operates 

on online shop which features books from a number of 

publishers and now also offers over 3,700 maps published 

by Alan Godfrey which provide affordable and usable items 

for your research. 

Family History Books is operated by volunteers. The team 

takes the bookstall out to events as and when they can. 

The bookstall is always a popular port of call for visitors!  

Family History Books also publishes specialist books on 

family history topics and the team works hard to produce 

books of which everyone can be proud while also being 

affordable for customers.  The team is always pleased to 

hear from authors with “a book in their head”. 

Family History Books uses specialist contractors for 

proofreading, copy-editing and setting all of whom are UK-

based and each has a working knowledge of family and/or 

local history which works well for the author and 

particularly so for the reader!  

Family History Books has all its books printed and bound in 

Britain, something we feel is important for all to know in an 

era when so much is produced overseas.   

New books are announced in the Bulletin. 

Do visit the online shop! There is more there than you may 

realise! 

www.familyhistorybooksonline.com/ 

News from the Federation 

mailto:admin@familyhistoryfederation.com
mailto:admin@familyhistoryfederation.com
https://www.familyhistorybooksonline.com/
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News from the Federation 
 

Family history groups are welcome to join the Family History Federation—see 

www.familyhistoryfederation.com/society-join 

Federation AGM / GM on Zoom 

On Saturday 6th June 2026 at 10.00am 

We decided to hold this year’s meeting on 
Zoom so more member-society 
representatives can join in while staying at 
home!  

The FFHS AGM/GM booklet Is included in 
the Members Only Area of the Family History Federation 
website.  

If you wish to attend the FFHS AGM / GM please email 
Debbie to let her know by Thursday 4th June at 

admin@familyhistoryfederation.com 

Heritage Open Days 2026 
 

This year Heritage Open Days in England have the theme 
Everyday Lives. They will take place 11-20 September. 

These free events offer a great opportunity for family 
history societies to get involved either to run their own 
days which attract visitors from far and wide, or to join 
other local HODs and offer family history help and advice.  
Your members’ local knowledge is a boon when helping 
people with local connections in the community. Joining in 
these events can gain new members for your society, too! 

Find My Past is providing 100 subscriptions to organisers 
who use “FMP to research stories of Everyday History and 
plan an event to highlight them”. So apply asap! 

Full details www.heritageopendays.org.uk/  

New website launched 

The Belfast-based Public Record Office of Northern Ireland 
(PRONI) has launched its new website. 

The new website is available at www.proni.gov.uk, a much 
simpler web address than its predecessor to remember.   

Everything looks slick, but whilst the catalogue is easily 
accessible from the home page, one change immediately 
obvious is that you cannot access the digital records from 
the main home page. You  have to go to the Explore 
Archives Online tab on the menu at the top of the screen, 
and select Family and Local History Archives from the drop-
down menu. Each collection's home page has a slight 
redesign, but the search screens are unchanged. 
The biggest change is perhaps how the guides are now 
accessed. You need to type the name of the guide into the 
search box. I still can't identify which collection the guide is 
contained within, or how to access it other than by the 
search box, so I think there may be an element of retraining 
needed here!  

Needless to say, all the links on the new site are different, 
so you will need to replace any bookmarks that you have on 
your PC. 

With thanks to Chris Paton  

https://scottishgenes.blogspot.com/ 

REALLY USEFUL SHOW 2028 
The Really Useful Family History Show 
East Anglia will take place in April 2028.  
Details in due course.   

Can FHS in your area work together to 
run a show in 2027? See back page. 

Thank you for volunteering! 

In April, FIBIS [Families in British India Society], via the FHF 
Archives Liaison Officer, appealed for volunteers for a 
project involving the British Library.  See Bulletin 68, pg 9. 

We are delighted to report that several 
volunteers have stepped forward to help.  
Volunteering can take many forms—in 
many places.             THANK YOU! 

R.I.P.  
The Federation is sad to report the 

passing in mid-May of Michael Gandy. 
He will be greatly missed throughout 

the family history world. 

http://www.familyhistoryfederation.com/society-join
mailto:admin@familyhistoryfederation.com
http://www.heritageopendays.org.uk/
http://www.proni.gov.uk/
https://scottishgenes.blogspot.com/
https://www.exploreyourgenealogy.co.uk/files/1134-1-1.pdf
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News from the Federation 
 

Family history groups are welcome to join the Family History Federation—see 

www.familyhistoryfederation.com/society-join 

 
New records published by Findmypast 

Highlighting FHS and other notable record sets published up to late May  

 

Northumberland and Durham Family History Society - Thanks to contributions from the Northumberland 

and Durham Family History Society, we have published a brand new collection - ‘Durham Diocese Probate 

Index’ – which covers a staggering half a million will and probate records for the diocese of Durham 

between 1663-1869. This impressive collection can help those with family connections to the extensive 

Durham diocese area to discover details included on their ancestor’s probate record and may also help to 

reveal new family relationships.  

 

Calderdale Family History Society – Calderdale Family History Society has contributed more than 11,000 

new monumental inscription records for Brighouse Cemetery in West Yorkshire covering 1698 through to 

present day which were added to our ever-growing ‘Yorkshire Monumental Inscriptions’ collection. Many 

of these new records also have corresponding images of the gravestones.  

Calderdale Family History Society has also contributed to our National Burial Index for England and Wales, with the 

addition of over 200,000 new burial records covering ninety-seven distinct churches in Yorkshire from as early as the 

seventeenth century – an important release for those with ancestry in Yorkshire, particularly West Riding.  

 

Herefordshire Family History Society – For those with family roots in Herefordshire, you can now access 

over 4,000 new burial records for six distinct churches in Herefordshire between 1538-1812 thanks to 

contributions from Herefordshire Family History Society. These new additions can be found in our ‘National 

Burial Index for England and Wales’ collection. 

 

Powys Family History Society – Those with Welsh family roots will hopefully find the new additions 

published to the ‘National Burial Index for England and Wales’ for the historic counties of Breconshire, 

Montgomeryshire and Radnorshire valuable. The 14,000 new records are published with thanks to the 

Powys Family History Society and cover seven distinct churches across these areas between 1684-1851.  

Kevin Todman 

Data Manager – Family History Federation 

E:   data.manager@familyhistoryfederation.com 
 

If your society has records it would like to place on FindMyPast—and earn some money— 

contact Kevin who will be happy to help you. 

Find My Past’s Podcast—With the centenary of the 1926 General Strike in May, a new podcast reveals the 
forgotten story of William Lawther – a leading figure in the strike, which propelled him into politics and 
eventually to receive the first knighthood awarded to a miner.  Researchers for A Family History of the 
1926 General Strike uncovered the story in Findmypast’s digital archive, through historical newspapers 
and records that closely followed William Lawther’s life and political ascent, as well as unearthing oral 
history recordings of Lawther himself in the 1970s in Northumberland Archives.  

http://www.familyhistoryfederation.com/society-join
mailto:data.manager@familyhistoryfederation.com
https://shows.acast.com/a-family-history-of
https://shows.acast.com/a-family-history-of
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The Really Useful Family History Show 
Can FHF members get together and put on a regional show? 

Assistance available.  
Contact: chairman@familyhistoryfederation.com 

 

 Really Useful Back Page 

Family History Research Aids  

from the Experts 

Parish Chest, a service from the Family History 
Federation, has over eighty family history societies and 
associated suppliers at a one-stop online shop, offering a 
wide range of family history materials in some eighteen 
categories including: 

• Parish register transcriptions and more from local FHS  

• Memorial inscriptions information from gravestones 
across the country, compiled by local FHS  

• Nonconformists: Baptists, Wesleyans, Independents, 
Quakers and many more nonconformist lists  

• Wills and probate indexes of wills and administrations 

• Folders, printing facilities, giftware 

• ..and more!  

Societies and suppliers regularly add new lines, so visit 
to see what is there to help you add to your family tree.  

www.parishchest.com  

Societies and others interested in joining Parish Chest 
should initially contact:  

admin@familyhistoryfederation.com   

Family History Books (FHB) is an online bookshop and 
publisher; it is owned by the Family History Federation and 
the aim is to provide a service to the genealogical 
community.  Family History Books Online offers a range of 
relevant titles relating to family history research, plus a 
range of specialist maps for historians.   

FHB welcomes contact from authors! Works of specific 
interest to family historians with wider social history topics 
are of interest.  FHB does not publish individual family 
histories or fiction. If you have a book in the making, then 
do contact FHB via admin@familyhistoryfederation.com. 
We would love to hear from you about your ideas. 

Recent publications include this super book 
which explains the education available to 
our forebears. Tracing Teachers and Pupil-
teachers—Exploring the lives of those who 
taught our ancestors and some of the 
schools where they worked.  A fascinating 
read!  

In addition to its online shop FHB can also be found at 
major live family history events around the country.  Come 
and visit us and see all the latest titles available. The stall is 
always very popular!  

Happy browsing! 

Please explore the range, and place your orders, at  

www.familyhistorybooksonline.com 

The REALLY USEFUL Bulletin is published monthly and circulated free of charge.  Members of the Family History Federation 
are encouraged to provide information about their projects and activities for inclusion free of charge.   

The Federation policy is to include paid-for commercial advertising providing space allows.  
For details of advertising rates, sizes, etc., please email admin@familyhistoryfederation.com— 

please put “Bulletin Advertising” in the subject line. 

mailto:chairman@familyhistoryfederation.com
http://www.parishchest.com
mailto:admin@familyhistoryfederation.com
mailto:admin@familyhistoryfederation.com
https://www.familyhistorybooksonline.com/tracing-teachers-and-pupil-teachers-exploring-the-lives-of-those-who-taught-our-ancestors-and-some-of-the-schools-where-they-worked-by-valerie-brenton-4496
https://www.familyhistorybooksonline.com/tracing-teachers-and-pupil-teachers-exploring-the-lives-of-those-who-taught-our-ancestors-and-some-of-the-schools-where-they-worked-by-valerie-brenton-4496
https://www.familyhistorybooksonline.com/tracing-teachers-and-pupil-teachers-exploring-the-lives-of-those-who-taught-our-ancestors-and-some-of-the-schools-where-they-worked-by-valerie-brenton-4496
https://www.familyhistorybooksonline.com/tracing-teachers-and-pupil-teachers-exploring-the-lives-of-those-who-taught-our-ancestors-and-some-of-the-schools-where-they-worked-by-valerie-brenton-4496
http://www.familyhistorybooksonline.com
http://www.familyhistorybooksonline.com
mailto:admin@familyhistoryfederation.com

