
 

 

LEWES AND BONFIRE NIGHT 
by Andy Thomas 10 October, 2024 

 

A Lewesian, Andy Thomas is rightly proud of his home, our East Sussex county 

town. Although describing its inhabitants as belligerent, stubborn, and full of 
themselves [we won’t be druv], he explained by this that Lewes has an abiding 
sense of pride in tradition, while one-time Lewes resident Thomas Paine (died 
1809) has earned lasting fame in “the path of Liberty”. 
 
To begin, Andy introduced us to the town itself, showing us several very beautiful 
views, particularly those taken from atop the castle. Apparently, Lewes, known 
for its many green mounds, was originally Hlæwas in Anglo-Saxon, meaning 
mounds. The 1264 Battle of Lewes saw Simon de Montfort defeat King Henry III, 
holding the monarch to account, thus giving us our concept of Parliament. Just 
under three hundred years later, Mary I, seeking to reverse the Reformation, had 
seventeen Protestant locals martyred by burning in this town, much of which is 
peaceful and picturesque in its Middle England setting. Lewes enjoys hilly views, 
the castle, remains of an old priory, a 15th century bookshop, Anne of Cleves’ 
House, Keer Street, twittens, various “mathematical” tiled walls, the twisted 
steeple of St Michael’s Church, and no less than three churches dedicated to St 
John, perhaps a reference to midsummer. In much earlier times, Lewes was a 
true port, the River Ouse having been considerably wider, the sea being nearer 
to Lewes itself. Industries included shipbuilding, ironworks, sculptural art, and 
brewing, the last of which still flourishes at Harvey & Son’s, in spite of attempts 
by Greene King to consign Harvey’s bitter to history (a heinous crime if ever 
there was). 

 
As to the bonfire tradition, we must first revisit 1605, when Catholics suffered 
oppression during James I’s reign, and a group of conspirators, led by Robert 
Catesby, resolved to blow up Parliament, the so-named Gunpowder Plot. 
Someone betrayed the men, so Guy Fawkes was discovered red-handed, tried, 
and executed. Lewes developed its bonfire as a pro-Establishment event, rather 
than a radical matter, a kind of modern saturnalia, with fireworks, although, in the 
1840s, it did gsin a reputation for rowdyism. Seven organised bonfire societies 
were formed, whose displays take place on the same night, some of the 
members wearing striped guernseys as their uniform. (For the record, these 
societies are: Lewes Borough, Cliffe, Commercial Square, Neville Juvenile, 
South Street, Southover, and Waterloo). Despite the presence of “No Popery” 
banners (referencing Pope Paul V’s militant wing of Catholicism), there is 
absolutely no anti-Catholic aspect to the Lewes bonfire tradition, a great deal of 
money being raised for various charities, while the organisation of Bonfire Night 
employs pyrotechnics experts, event advisers, and the use of crowd control 
gates, all for the sake of safety. 



 
Spectators come from far and wide to witness Lewes Bonfire Night, which has, 
happily, suffered few cancellations, principally during the two World Wars and 
recent Covid pandemic. A sense of freedom of the streets is manifest from 
4:30pm onwards, when the Lewes Borough Society parades a fiery symbol of the 
town’s key, while the Cliffe Society races barrels loaded with flames, from which 
torches may be relit and into which firecrackers may be thrown. The war 
memorial in the centre of Lewes stands close to the place of 16th century 
martyrdom, it being fitting indeed that wreaths, poppies, and seventeen blazing 
crosses are taken there, in remembrance of both the town’s armed services 
personnel and its ordinary folk who have died for their beliefs and the cause of 
freedom. It is worth mentioning, in conclusion, the various effigies which are 
burnt each year: not only has one seen the ubiquitous Guy Fawkes, but also 
Vladimir Putin, Bashar al-Assad, Rupert Murdoch, Boris Johnson, Donald Trump, 
Liz Truss, Rishi Sunak, and Suella Braverman (it may be considered a matter of 
prestige for anyone famous or infamous to have their effigy burnt at Lewes). 
 
Wasn’t it apparent, from the outset, with those marvellous illustrations which he 
showed us, that Andy holds his town dear, showing us its unquestioned beauty, 
the concept of freedom for its people to enjoy tradition, and the glorious 
symbolism of Lewes Bonfire Night? 
Stefan Gatward 

 

 


