
‘Return of the Native’  
The Fonthill by-election of 1992  

By Mark Wareham 
 
In 1992 I stood in a by-election for the Fonthill Ward on Salisbury District Council. This was 
in a seat previously held by the Liberals but which the Tories were targeting in a strong 
campaign and which they eventually won. Never having stood in an election before, I 
decided to cut my political teeth and to stand in this least promising of areas for a socialist. I 
was not expecting to win and I had already secured a place at college to start full time study 
later that year. I had hopes of a decent result but in the end I secured a massive 32 votes, 
about 6% of the total, and needless to say I was rather disappointed. But at least I would 
have saved my deposit, had there been one! 
 
The interesting thing about this story is that in 1992 I used the fact that my grandparents 
used to have a farm at nearby East Knoyle to claim some kind of connection with the ward. It 
was a tenuous link. But little did I know at the time that I had ancestors from the village of 
Fonthill Gifford going generations and the line in a local newspaper story about ‘return of the 
native’, a reference to the book by Thomas Hardy, was in fact more true than I understood at 
the time. It is one of those wonderful things about the study of family history and one of the 
rewards of the research. It is fascinating to find such ancestral family connections and being 
able to link family history to the history of the country and an area.  
 
Not that I have such plans, but if I were to run again for Fonthill Ward 15 years later I could 
claim family connections to the village which has changed so much over the years. When 
knocking on doors asking for votes I think I would be more interested in seeing if distant 
cousins still life in the area than whether they’d vote for me! 
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My Fonthill Gifford ancestry 
 
The Fonthill Gifford connection starts with Sarah Trew (or True) who married George Burt of 
Berwick St John in Wiltshire in Fonthill Gifford on 12th October 1841. George and Sarah 
were my great x 4 grandparents on my father’s mother’s side and they ended up living at 
Berwick St John which is near Shaftesbury, where I was born and raised.  
 
Here is Sarah’s ancestral line – 
 

Sarah True (Trew) m 12/10/1841 Fonthill Gifford George Burt  

b 22/12/1822 Fonthill Gifford, Wilts Wilts B 1810 Berwick St John, Wilts 

d 12/1/1905 Berwick St John (age 83)  D 3/1/1888 Berwick St John (age 78) 

I   

James True m 5/10/1818 Fonthill Gifford Harriet Vincent  

b 11/6/1796 Fonthill Gifford  b 4/5/1800 Fonthill Gifford, Wiltshire 

d 19/10/1823 Fonthill Gifford (age 26)  d 6/3/1889 Berwick St John bu ? (age 87) 



I   

John Trew m 19/12/1791 Fonthill Gifford Maria Humphreys  

bo 1765 ba 4/8/1766 Fonthill Gifford  b 17/11/1771 Fonthill Gifford 

d 26/7/1819 Fonthill Gifford (age 54)  d 8/4/1799 Fonthill Gifford 

I   

Thomas Trew m 2/11/1765 Stourton, Wilts Patience Markey  

b bf 1747  b 26/12/1734 Stourton, Wilts 

d 19/6/1802 Fonthill Gifford, Wilts  d 28/7/1805 Fonthill Gifford (age 73) 

 
Sarah’s mother Harriet lost her first husband James Trew in 1823 when he was just 26 years 
old and she was 22. In 1834 Harriet was on poor parish relief and according to the records of 
the overseers of the parish relief they gave Harriet 16 shillings to maintain her three children. 
Harriet’s rent was 2 shillings and total cash she held was 14 shillings. Harriet later remarried 
another agricultural labourer, William Burt (see below). 
 
Neither James or Harriet Trew were literate and on their marriage in 1818 they signed with 
their mark of a cross. 
 
Harriet’s maiden name was Vincent and her established line is – 
 

Harriet Vincent m 5/10/1818 Fonthill Gifford James True 

b 4/5/1800 Fonthill Gifford, Wiltshire  b 19/9/1797 Fonthill Gifford 

d 6/3/1889 Berwick St John bu ? (age 87)  d 19/10/1823 Fonthill Gifford (age 26) 

I   

James Vincent m 26/12/1797 Fonthill Gifford Susannah Macey 

bo 1776 ba 30/5/1777 Fonthill Bishop, Wiltshire  b 11/6/1775 Chilmark, Wilts 

d 18/10/1834 Fonthill Gifford (age 58)  d 30/6/1802 Fonthill Gifford, Wilts 

I   

Samuel Vincent m 30/7/1766 Fonthill Bishop Alice Targett  

b bf 1750  b 1745 

d 1/5/1789 Fonthill Gifford  d 24/10/1819 Fonthill Gifford (age 74) 

 
The Vincent line probably goes back further in the parish (as does the Humphreys family) 
but there is a gap in the registers between 1710 and 1750. 
 
William Burt’s story 
 
Here is a weblink to an essay about Fonthill Gifford in 1851 – 
 
http://sfcwebserve.com/HistoryWeb/Docs/Fonthill_Gifford_1851.pdf 
 
and on pages 5 and 6 and appendix 3 is the fascinating story of my great x grandmother 
Harriet’s second husband and she is directly referred to in the article. Harriet and her 
children were apparently ‘wretchedly clothed’ in 1840 and the children ‘almost destitute, not 
having a shoe to their feet’. They were a family in dire poverty and on the brink of starvation. 
William was imprisoned in 1840 for failure to pay the poor rate, despite attempts to pay by 
selling all available belongings, and a petition was presented to the House of Commons on 
his behalf showing the extent of his families’ poverty and pleading for his release. He was 
back in Fonthill with his family by the 1841 census and was employed as an agricultural 
labourer. William lived till 1875 and Harriet till 1889. 
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