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Houghton Feast  

 

All the Fun of the Fair 

 

 
 

The ancient festival of Houghton Feast is intertwined with the history of the Parish Church of St 

Michael & All Angels and has its origins over 800 years ago as Michaelmas, the Church’s 

dedication festival.  A common misbelief is that Rector Bernard Gilpin (1557 to 1583) founded 

the event, or that it originated as a celebration of his safe return to Houghton after his arrest 
for heresy when the country was under the rule of Mary I; when in fact the Feast predates 

Gilpin’s arrival at Houghton. 

 

The festival, which is still centred on the historic parish church, has taken many forms over the 
years.  Horse racing was a big feature of the Feast up until the last race in 1938, and it is the 

large crowds of miners and their families with a few pennies to spare that attracted stalls, 

show booths and roundabouts to the Market Place. 

 
By 1881, the fair had become an attraction in itself and had spread to the Lake grounds and 

the surrounding streets.  Older Houghtonians will remember the many side stalls that lined the 

roads from Nesham Place, down Church Street and along the Broadway, selling pies, mussels, 

cockles and Pease pudding sandwiches.  Some may even recall the rides situated on old 
Robinson Street, now the Co-Op car park. 

 

The town’s redevelopments saw the fairgrounds vacate the Market Place and Lake and move to 

the Rectory Field in 1968.  Originally the Festival lasted four days, starting on the Saturday 

and finishing on the Tuesday but festivities now cover ten days or more. 
 

2008 marked the fortieth anniversary since the fairgrounds switched to the Rectory Field.  It 

also coincided with the sixtieth anniversary since showman John Murphy Snr first visited 

Houghton Feast with the Waltzer, and a commemorative booklet was produced as a tribute to 
the showmen who have been bringing all the fun of the fair to Houghton Feast for well over 

100 years. 
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Houghton Feast Fairground  

Time Line 

 
1100s - Houghton Feast has its origins with Michaelmas, the festival of the dedication of the Parish 

Church of St Michael and All Angels.  By the 1200s Royal charters had granted permission to the Church 

to hold fairs. Sunday trading was not allowed. 
 

1600 - The first roundabout was invented. 

 
1825 - Billy Purvis, who first visited the Feast in 1818 with his show booth, had a dispute with Dr. Bell 

and Mr. Myers over payment into a racing fund and was set upon by the two.  The unwarranted attack 

left the doctor minus three front teeth and Myers with a fractured leg through a fall. 
 

1827 - The History, Directory & Gazetteer of Durham & Northumberland, 1827, described Houghton 

Feast as:  
"…held annually on the Sunday after New Michaelmas day, when the town becomes crowded with 

strangers at an early hour. The festival continues with great excess for three or four days, during which 

period there are horse races, and various other amusements, not only in the town, but in all the villages 

of the parish."  
 

c1865 - The first steam powered fairground ride was created. 

 
1870 - Elizabeth Lucas was committed for twenty-eight days for picking the pocket of Mary Nixon at the 

Houghton Feast races. William Fortune, a nut hawker, was committed for fourteen days after being 

caught gambling in the Market Place. 
 

1871 - Booths, stalls and marquees for the sale of all kinds of goods were erected in the Market Place.  

The Houghton Feast races took place in a field next to Houghton Pit. Contestants could climb a greasy 
pole to win an ox's head and tongue (the prize was won by Jonathan Brown). Garrick Keenen was 

committed for five days for gambling with skittles at the fair.  

 
1881 - Houghton Burn was diverted by Joseph Coulson to form a boating lake. Mill owners downstream 

were deprived of their water supply and started legal proceedings. The Lake was soon filled in by two 

Darlington showmen, the Robinson brothers, and used as a showground.    

 
1896 – Saturday, October 3rd, James Shafto, a retired miner aged 65 years, was mangled on a 

roundabout after attempting to board a car whilst the ride was in motion. He died at home at midnight 

and was buried four days later at the Hillside Cemetery.  See www.houghtonhillsidecemetery.co.uk 
 

1920s - The grandfather of the present day John Murphy Snr made his first visit to Houghton Feast. 
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1927 - The dodgems were invented. 

 

1930s - The showmen were kindly allowed to use the washhouse of the Jolly Farmers Inn PH in the 

Market Place for water and washing.  In 1930 confusion arose over whether Durham County Council or 
Houghton Urban District Council should receive the tolls collected from the erection of stalls in the Market 

Place. 

 
1939 - 1941 - The outbreak of World War II led to a reduction in Feast activities. Horse and foot racing 

discontinued, as did the fairground owing to lighting restrictions and transport difficulties. 

 
1943 & 1944 - Roundabouts and other amusements returned to the Market Place but the Lake grounds 

were left unused.  When the War ended in 1945, the fairgrounds returned to the Lake and Market Place 

grounds.  
 

1948 - Oswald Noel Gwilliam became rector of Houghton and helped rejuvenate the Feast celebrations.  

John Murphy made his first visit to the Lake fairground with the Waltzer and Dodgems. 

 
1960 to 1963 - Due to housing redevelopments, the Urban District Council decided not to use the 

Market Place for the fairground, using only the Lake site. 

 
1967 - An important change took place in the organisation of the Feast. The Houghton Feast Steering 

Committee was formed and Houghton Rotary Club revived the tradition of ox roasting. The carnival 

parade and music festivals were added to the Feast line-up. Houghton Feast was billed as 'new style, 
1967'. This was the last year in which the fair was sited on the Lake and Market Place. 

 

1968 - The Rectory Field site was first used for the fairground and a Mr Jaconelli was given permission to 
sell ice cream there. 

 

1969 – John Murphy became lessee of the Rectory Field fairground. 

 
1982 - Extreme bad weather at the Feast led to talks of switching the fairground site from Rectory Field 

to the all-weather sports ground near Station Road. 

 
1999 - A side stall on the Rectory Field fairground caught fire.  A scorched tree remains near to the spot 

to this day. 

 
2001 - Sunderland Mayor Ken Murray opened the Rectory Field fairground early for special invited 

children and unveiled the new tarmac pathways.  Special early openings have taken place every year 

since and allowed hundreds of special children to have free supervised rides. 
 

2008 – Showman John Murphy celebrated 60 years of attending Houghton Feast with his Waltzer. 
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A few examples of commonly used words, unique to the fairground, which the 

reader may not be familiar with:  

 
 

Build up – building up a ride, machine or stall.  

 

Dobbies – a small hand or steam powered carousel, featuring animals, usually horses.  

 

Flash – the illuminated board on the ride front, usually featuring the ride or showfamily’s name (e.g. 

Murphy's Waltzer).  

 

Gaff – when referring to the fairground site or the busiest day of the fair (e.g. the Gaff Day or "What 

time does the gaff open?").  
 

Gallopers – the galloping horses carousel.  

 

Gratings – wooden flooring on a Waltzer or Ark, which surrounds the revolving platforms.  

 

Kiosk – stall selling food and drink.  

 

Living wagon – a showman’s home, similar to a large caravan.  

 

Lorry – powerful motor vehicle used to pull the fairground loads; never referred to as a wagon as this 

could cause confusion with a living wagon.  

 

Miami – generic name for a ride with a rising and falling row of seats, which move in a circular motion.  

 

Pull down – dismantling a ride, machine or stall.  

 

Pull on – the day of arrival at a site for the showmen.  

 

Round game – a round shaped stall, such as hook-a-duck, also known as round stall.  

 

Side joint – a straight-sided stall, such as a coconut shy, usually found around the perimeter of a fair, 

also known as a side stall.  

 

Slip – a helter skelter, also known as a lighthouse slip.  

 

Tilt – canvas covering used on the rooftops of rides and stalls. 
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BOOK &         
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