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Houghton Feast  

 

Ox Roasting: A Beef History 

 
It is often said that Bernard Gilpin, Rector of 
Houghton (1557 to 1583), was the originator of the 
Feast or that the Feast 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.  Houghton Feast, the ancient festival of Houghton-
le-Spring, most probably has its origins in the 
1100s, when it originated as Michaelmas, the 
dedication service to the Parish Church of St Michael 
& All Angels.  
   
The festival, which is still centred around the historic 
parish church, has had many guises over the years: 
in the late 1700s it became connected with    horse   
racing up until the last race in 1938; the 1800s saw 
the introduction of steam-powered rides and all the 
fun of the fair, however events were downscaled as 
a result of World War II; Rector Oswald Noel 
Gwilliam encouraged a greater emphasis on the 
religious aspect of the Feast and was responsible for 
the Houghton Feast revival in 1967 where the 
format as we know it today was established. 

 
Bernard Gilpin did, however, have an important role in the history of the festival when he would welcome and feed his 
parishioners and their families each Sunday from Michaelmas to Easter, and it is thought that he would regularly give 
a bullock or hog for roasting to feed the Parish’s poor.  He became known as the Apostle of the North and the Father of 
the Poor for his hospitality and generosity. 
  
In 1967 the Rotary Club of Houghton-le-Spring agreed on behalf of the newly formed Houghton Feast Steering 
Committee to revive the ox roasting tradition. Houghton butchers Jack Kinmond and Bill Curry were in charge of the 
event having recently roasted an ox at Lambton Park to commemorate the baptism of Viscount Lamb ton’s son.  The 
first beast was cooked by braziers full of burning coke. 
 
The event, which takes place on Feast Monday, is still organised by the Rotary Club and involves a great deal of hard 
work by its members. On Feast Sunday the equipment is brought to the tent on Rectory Field fairground and 
connected to a gas supply. The heavy ox, which weighs around 800 pounds, is prepared by a local butcher and is then 
delivered to the tent before it is encased in layer upon layer of aluminium foil. The six gas burners are lit and members 
of the Rotary Club keep a constant vigil on the cooking meat for almost 24 hours.  The spit is rotated at intervals 
throughout the night and it is common for members of the public to call in and offer well wishes to the watchful 
Rotarians. 
 
On Feast Monday, bread buns and gravy are brought from the Edinburgh Bakery, ready for the sale of ox sandwiches. 
The sandwiches are very popular and the queue is known to stretch to the bottom of the fairground. Around 1500 
sandwiches are sold, the proceeds of which go to local charities. 
 
Only once has the event not happened when the spit disappeared in 1996. New equipment was constructed in 1997 by 
Alex Young of CWR Fabrication, maker of the original, and the hungry crowds were fed again.  The r oasting continues 
to this day and is as popular as ever.  
 
2007 marked the 40th anniversary of the revival of Houghton Feast and the traditional ox roast.  I think you will agree 
that Houghton Feast Monday would not be the same without a hot, tasty ox sandwich to warm one’s stomach on a cold 
October night at the Fair! 
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Houghton Feast Ox Roasting 

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.  

 
1517 - Bernard Gilpin was born in Kentmere.  He was ordained in 1541. 

 
1557 - Bernard Gilpin became rector of Houghton-le-Spring and helped expand the Michaelmas 

celebrations with his hospitality and the roasting of a bullock or hog. In 1754 the Kepier Grammar School 

(now the Kepier Hall) was founded by Gilpin and John Heath. 
 

1583 - Bernard Gilpin was knocked down by an ox in Durham Market Place and died shortly afterwa rds 
on March 4th 1583. 

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

while 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 a Jonathan Brown.  
 

1887 - An ox was roasted in Houghton as part of the celebrations of Queen Victoria's Golden Jubilee.   
 

1896 - An ox was roasted at the Lake grounds on New Year's Day. The beast was a gift to the town from 

a showman who had visited the Feast. 
 

1947 – The Rotary Club of Houghton-le-Spring was founded in April. 
 

1962 - On April 23rd, Edward Richard Lambton (7th Earl of Durham) was baptised at St Barnabas Church, 
Burnmoor. An ox was roasted as part of the celebrations, and was overseen by Jack Kinmond and Bill 

Curry, both butchers from Shiney Row and members of Houghton’s Rotary Club. 

 
1967 - The Houghton Feast Steering Committee was formed and Houghton Rotary Club revived the 

tradition of ox roasting. Jack Kinmond and Billy Curry were involved.  The carnival parade was added to 
the Feast line-up by Houghton Round Table and the Feast was billed as 'new style, 1967'.  

 

1988 - Ron Young took over from Reg Harrison, a fellow Rotarian, as the Houghton Feast ox roast co-
ordinator; Ron is still currently in this role and celebrated his 21st year in 2009. 

 
1996 - The purpose-made ox roasting equipment disappeared and no ox roasting took place.  

 

1997 - The newly constructed ox roasting spit, which cost around £4,500, was unveiled.  
 

1998 - The first boneless ox roasting took place as new Government legislation banning beef on the bone 
was introduced.  Large joints of beef were cooked instead of a whole ox! 

 
2000 - The first time the ox roasting event was not a se ll out owing to the atrocious weather which 

blighted the Millennium Feast.  In 2001, the foot and mouth epidemic led to the traditional ox roast 

sandwiches increasing in cost. 
 

2005 – Mayor Bill Stephenson became the third person to have carved the ox twice, having cut the first 
slice in 2004 in his role as Deputy Mayor. The first person was Councillor Elizabeth Porter who carved it in 

1970 as Chair of Houghton Urban District Council and then in 1975 as Mayor of the new Borough of 

Sunderland, and likewise for Cllr John Mawston in 1967 and 1987 
 

2006 – Ox sandwich sales exceeded 1,500 and all sandwiches were sold out by 7.00pm.  The leftover 
meat was used at a pensioners’ dinner in the Kepier Hall.   

 
2007 – The fortieth anniversary ox roasting and revival of Houghton Feast anniversary was 

commemorated with a booklet based on the first programme brochure from 1967.  Ox sandwiches, which 

went on sale at 4:00pm, were sold out within 2 hours, beating last year's record. 
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The Ox Roasters 

 

    

Bernard Gilpin Jack Kinmond Bill Curry Ron Young 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Members of Houghton Rotary Club at the ox roast event in 2003. 
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The Ox Roasting Equipment  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
Checking on the cooking beast, 2001. 
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The meat is carved up and served to the hungry crowd. 

 

 

 
Enjoying the ox sandwiches, 2007. 
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Ox Roasting Questions 
Study the ox roasting fact sheets and then answer the following questions in 

your book or on lined paper: 

 

1. What role did Bernard Gilpin play in the history of the Houghton Feast ox 

roasting? 

 

2. When did the revival of Houghton Feast take place and what two events were 

added to the Feast activities? 

 

3. How were Jack Kinmond and Billy Curry involved in the history of this event?  

 

4. Who made the new ox roasting equipment and why? 

 

5. On which day does the sale of ox sandwiches take place? 

 

6. How many gas burners are attached to the ox roasting equipment? 

 

7. Which organisation is responsible for the ox roasting? 

 

8. When did Ron Young become the ox roasting co-ordinator and how many years 

has he now been in the role? 

 

9. In which year did the ox sandwiches not sell out and why? 

 

10.What happened 1998 which almost stopped the ox roasting event?  
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Ox Roasting Answers 
 

1. Bernard Gilpin would welcome and feed the people of Houghton each Sunday 

from Michaelmas to Easter.  It is thought that he would regularly give a bullock or 

hog for roasting to feed the Parish’s poor. 

 

2. In 1967 the ox roasting and carnival parade were added to the line-up. 

 

3. Jack Kinmond and Billy Curry were butchers at Shiney Row.  They help to roast an 

ox in 1962 at the baptism of the 7
th
 Earl of Durham.  In 1967 they helped out at 

the revived ox roasting at Houghton Feast. 

 

4. The new ox roasting equipment was made by Alex Young of CWR Fabrication as 

the original had disappeared in 1996.  

 

5. The sandwiches are sold on Houghton Feast Monday.  

 

6. There are six gas burners attached to the ox roasting equipment (three on each 

side). 

 

7. The Rotary Club of Houghton-le-Spring is responsible for the ox roasting.  

 

8. Ron Young become the ox roasting co-ordinator in 1988 and, as of 2010, has 

been in the role for 22 years. 

 

9. The ox sandwiches did not sell out in 2000 owing to the atrocious weather.  

 

10.The Government banned beef on the bone in 1998; large joints of beef were 

roasted instead. 
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