The Haslemere Riot of 29 July 1855
Blue plaque at The Town Hall, Haslemere

Haslemere in the first half of the nineteenth century
It is hard to escape the conclusion that Haslemere by the end of the first half of the Nineteenth Century was a
rather sleepy and far from prosperous place: a place to pass through rather than to visit. In 1800 the
population was around 500 and it is unlikely to have increased by much in the intervening years. The
prosperity of the town had long been based on the rural economy that surrounds it and also its position as a
staging post for travellers from London to Chichester and Portsmouth. Frequent elections for its two sitting
MPs had also brought a brisk trade to the town’s fourteen inns during its consistently corrupt elections: but in
1832, the Great Reform Act had brought an end to its status as a parliamentary constituency.
An incident reported in The Times on 5th April 1839 serves to illuminate something of life in and around the
town at this time. On 16th March 1839, Edward James Baker, one of a number of substantial landowners in
the area who had steadily been increasing the size of their estates, often through the enclosure of common
land, was shot at and wounded in the arm shortly after leaving the Portsmouth Road en-route to his home of
Frensham Hall which still stands in the Hindhead Road. The subsequent account of a successful investigation to
apprehend the perpetrator, one Sparkey White, is revealing in a number of particulars. Firstly Mr White lived
in a hut on Hindhead Heath, described as “a wild common, on which several huts are built, chiefly inhabited by
poachers and other lawless persons”. Secondly application to apprehend the guilty party had to be made to
the magistrates at Bow Street in London, but as luck would have it an officer of the magistrate happened
already to be in the area investigating another case in which 20 sheep had their throats cut only five days
earlier! While it would be wrong to draw the conclusion that the magistrates were regularly in the area, this
story does highlight a level of poverty and lawlessness in the area.
Improved communications had proved a mixed blessing. The building of the turnpike road (today the A286) to
Milford in the second half of the eighteenth century had increased the flow of traffic to and from Chichester,
but by 1850 much of this traffic was using the route through Chiddingfold. Even the semaphore tower, erected
in Haste Hill in 1822 as one of a chain of towers from the Admiralty in London to Portsmouth had last been
used in 1847, made redundant by electric telegraphy. Furthermore, the introduction of the first phase of the
national railway network in the 1830s had also adversely affected the volume of traffic passing through the
area, as new, faster routes to the south coast were opened up.

The building of the railway through Haslemere, which is at the heart of this story, was to dramatically change
the town for ever.

The coming of the railway
Britain’s first recognisably modern intercity railway, the Liverpool and Manchester opened in 1830. Despite its
early economic success, the 1830s saw the British economy slow down with the result that this was not quickly
followed by further investment.
By the mid-1840s, a recovering economy, combined with an increasingly affluent middle-class, falling interest

on government bonds and an almost totally laissez-faire system of no regulation of the railways led to a boom
of railway construction subsequently known as railway mania. Much of the funding came from private
investors who were only required to place a 10% deposit on their shares to participate in what was thought to
be a copper bottom investment.
The bubble burst at the end of 1845 and investment stopped virtually overnight, leaving many companies
without funding and numerous investors with no prospect of any return on their investment. Many middleclass families lost everything when the speculation collapsed.
As a result, as can be seen from the map, by 1851 the country had an extensive but strategically incoherent
railway network. Portsmouth, the country’s principal naval port, had two routes from London: Waterloo to
Gosport via Basingstoke, and London Bridge to Portsmouth via Brighton. The planned route via Chichester now
terminated at Godalming, with no funds to continue. As the forthcoming Crimean War (arguably the first
industrial war, which began in October 1853 and was still continuing at the time of the events described here)
was to prove, a more direct route was critical to the national interest.
Against this background and renewed investor appetite, the Portsmouth Railway was authorised on 8 July
1853 to build from just north of the Godalming terminus to Havant via Witley, Haslemere and Petersfield; it
would be 32 miles long and the capital was to be £400,000.
Work got underway fairly quickly, proceeding at a slower than planned rate due to regular funding challenges.
By 1855 around 200 “navvies” were lodging in Haslemere, swelling the population by 40 per cent and setting
the scene for the tragic events of the night of 29 July of that year.

Haslemere town centre in the summer of 1855
The High Street at this time would have been broadly recognisable as it is today. The street itself would not of
course have been tarmacked but many of the buildings from that period remain.

Extract from a map dated 1735
showing the site of the old market
hall

The earlier town hall, located to the north of the current building, more or less where the war memorial
currently stands, had been replaced in about 1814 by the current building at the expense of the then
parliamentary representatives. As the hall is at the centre of our story, it is worth quoting a description from
later in the century provided by Miss Katherine Penfold and Miss Katherine Hopkins:
“so we came back to the Market Hall, which in the days when Haslemere held a weekly market, was open
below, enclosed merely by an iron railing; and in one corner was a sort of cell, closed with a door, which was
used as a ‘lock up’ for bad characters. I remember its existence long after it was out of use, at the foot of the
rickety staircase that led to the room above. Here, in early days, a sort of Sunday School was held, which we
reluctantly attended and said our hymns and collects.”
In 1851 the police station had opened, some 22 years after the Peelers first appeared on the streets of London.
The police station, located in Petworth Road (then Cow Street) and today a residential house known as ”Old
Coppers” also served as a residence for the police inspector. Inspector William Donaldson, then aged 47 and
one of the first “Peelers”, had arrived in November 1854 having joined the new Surrey constabulary in 1851.
Prior to that he had a 13-year stint in Dorking, during which time the railways had reached that town. It is
reasonable to conjecture that the decision to move him to Haslemere was connected with his experience of
dealing with the disruptions of railway construction. Inspector Donaldson had one assistant, PC James
Freestone, aged 37 and a grade 3 Constable, having previously been demoted on account of drunken
behaviour.
The town still boasted many pubs, and the King’s Arms, still today known as King’s House, where the troubles
began, was situated just north of the Market Hall on the east side of the High Street.

The Railway Navvies
The itinerant construction workers who build our railways were known at the time as navvies, a word derived
from “navigators” and first applied to the workers who had constructed the canal network in the eighteenth
century.
By 1855 a quarter of a million workers – a force bigger than the Army and Royal Navy put together – had laid
down 3,000 miles of railway line across Britain. By the standards of the day they were well paid, but their work
was hard and often very dangerous.
They built a reputation for fighting, hard living and hard drinking. ‘Respectable’ Victorians viewed them as
degenerate.

The railway navvies soon came to form a distinct group, set apart by the special nature of their work. They
were assembled in huge armies of workers, men and women from all parts of the British Isles and even
continental Europe. Many had fled famine in Ireland, and some were the ancestors of the travellers who live in
Britain today.
Tramping from job to job, navvies and their families lived and worked in appalling conditions, often for years
on end, in rough timber and turf huts alongside the bridges, tunnels and cuttings that they built. In the 1850s
there was no compensation for death or injury, and railway engineers like Brunel resisted all efforts to provide
their workers with adequate housing and sanitation, or safe working conditions.
Ironically, by the summer of 1855, the image of the navvy was undergoing something of a transformation.
Regular reports of the construction of the railway line between Balaclava and Sevastopol in the Crimea to
support the siege which had commenced in February had built recognition of the heroic and gruelling nature
of their work.

SCENE OF THE EVENTS OF 29 JULY 1855
1. The Market Hall
2. The King’s Head Pub
3. Home of Dr Henry Bisshopp
4. Collards: home of Wood and a number of other protagonists in
this story. Today a very fine house in Cow Street, now
Petworth Road (coincidentally the home of one David Smith,
former Chairman of The Haslemere Society), but at the time
a run down multi occupational tenement.
5. Police Station, today a residential home called “Old Coppers”

The events of 29 July 1855
What we know about the night of 29 July derives from the record of the subsequent trial and contemporary
news reports.
William Blackman, William Foyle and David Smith all worked for Goodeve’s brickworks, a local company
enjoying the boom created by the railway construction. 29 July was a Saturday and it was payday. The
Paymaster, William Harding, who lodged at Inspector Donaldson’s house had dispensed their biweekly wages
in the Kings Arms early that evening. It is reasonable to assume that they spent the remainder of the evening
in the King’s Arms with their friends Thomas Woods and Samuel Eastwood, (together the subsequent accused)
and they were certainly there at midnight when Inspector Donaldson arrived with PC Freestone to support the
widowed landlady, Eliza’s Scovell in calling last orders.
Midnight was closing time and strictly enforced, especially in this period of ascendant evangelical Christianity
with its emphasis on the Sabbath.
After Inspector Donaldson‘s arrival, many of the customers quickly left. However, Woods and a small group
remained. Reports of the trial suggest that they were sober, but that may be a question of definition.
Woods asked the Inspector, “Are we to leave our beer here then?”
The inspector replied, “No, but drink it up as quickly as you can”.
Woods then offered the two policemen a drink which was politely declined.
The Inspector further encouraged Woods to drink up, finally placing a hand on Woods’ shoulder and saying,
“Come on, you must go”, and eventually the two policemen succeeded in emptying the bar.
Woods clearly took offence at the Inspector placing his hand on his shoulder. As Inspector Donaldson emerged
from the King’s Head, and according to the report in the London Standard on the following Monday, he cried
out:
“There is the Crusher that had the impudence to put his hands on my shoulder.”
Inspector Donaldson did not pay too much attention to this remark, and The Standard goes on to report:
“One of the fellows (Woods, according to trial testimony) went up to The Inspector with his fist clenched, and
putting them into the officer’s face, ejaculated, “Now, you vagabond, what did you mean by putting your
infernal hand upon my shoulder!”
He then made use of very threatening language towards him and others belonging to the police, and
eventually 2 or 3 of the navvies closed upon The Inspector “
At this point PC Freestone drew his truncheon and struck Woods on the head, breaking the staff of the
truncheon and knocking him to the ground. Astonishingly, Woods was able to get up and decided to head
towards his lodgings at Collards.
Eastwood, Blackman, Foyle, and Smith however retaliated and started laying into PC Freestone, knocking him
against the wall of the White Horse pub, still of the same name today and adjacent to The King’s Arms.
Dr Henry Bisshopp who lived opposite the Whitehorse, having heard the commotion, came to the defence of
PC Freestone and was promptly set upon himself. He successfully defended himself, knocking Smith to the
ground with his walking stick. By this time, Inspector Donaldson had regained his composure, and together
with PC Freestone and Bisshopp they gained command of the situation and arrested Smith, taking him to the
lock-up in the Market Hall.
However, the key to the padlock of the iron gate at the lock-up had been left at Old Coppers, so Inspector

Donaldson returned to the Police Station leaving PC Freestone and Bisshopp to guard Smith. However, he had
not gone far before he saw Eastwood, Blackman, and Foyle, together with Woods returning from Collards
armed with various improvised weapons. He retraced his steps to join PC Freestone and Bisshopp with Woods
and his fellow navvies close behind.
On arriving at the lock-up, Woods demanded that Smith be released. Inspector Donaldson stood firm and
replied ” No, I will not”. At this point Woods dropped the iron plough bolt that he was carrying, and offered to
fight Inspector Donaldson with fists. Inspector Donaldson refused. Woods picked up the iron bolt and landed a
blow on Inspector Donaldson’s head. In the ensuing melee Smith was released, taking the opportunity to kick
the by now prone Inspector Donaldson in the head and further attack PC Freestone.
The violence came to an end when butcher Walter Furlonger, whose premises were close by, and in response
to a call of “murder” by PC Freestone called from his upstairs window, at which point Smith ran off, allowing Dr
Bisshopp to chase off the other navvies.
At this point, the mortally wounded Inspector Donaldson was carried back to Old Coppers by one George
Harrison and another, but sadly he died at around 3 AM from his injuries.

Report which appeared in the London Standard on the
morning of Monday July 31st 1855

Riot, affray, murder or manslaughter, hero or victim?
The incident was quickly and widely reported, both as a riot and a murder. However, although it is clear that
there were still a good number of people milling around in the street at the time of the incident, it probably
did not meet the definition laid down in the riot act of 1715 which defined a riot as an incident involving at
least 12 people.
Nor did the trial conclude that it was a murder.
When sentenced, Woods, who was deemed to have struck the fatal blow, and his co-conspirators were all
found guilty of manslaughter. The jury were clearly persuaded that they had not set out to murder Inspector
Donaldson and it seems probable that they were strongly influenced by the defence case that it was PC
Freestone who, in his entirely disproportionate response to the original threats, had precipitated the
escalation of events.

In support of this view, it is also relevant to note that, despite himself being severely injured and breaking an
arm, immediately after the trial PC Freestone was cautioned for neglect of duty and, some eight weeks later,
was dismissed from the police for drunkenness.
Nonetheless, it is evident from reports that Inspector Donaldson’s injuries were severe and extreme.
Although the description of his skull, which was produced as evidence at the trial, as being “smashed almost to
pieces” seem somewhat exaggerated-it is hard to see how someone with a skull in pieces could survive for
nearly 3 hours-it is clear that he received several fractures even after Woods had struck the initial and
excessive blow. To this extent, the author shares the judge’s view, expressed at the trial, that Woods was very
fortunate to escape the death penalty for murder.
Though neither a riot nor a murder, nevertheless, the description of Inspector Donaldson as the Hero of
Haslemere accorded by J S Harwood in his 1984 pamphlet does seem to be justified. Inspector Donaldson was
a man of unblemished record who seems to have acted in an exemplary manner, to have tried to contain
events, and to have had no agenda beyond fulfilling his duty of bringing drinking to an end before the onset of
the Sabbath.

Aftermath
At 4 AM on the morning of Sunday 30th July, word of the event reached Superintendent Burrage at the
Godalming police station. Sp Burrage quickly dispatched a number of policemen, who made many arrests the
following day, including all of those who were subsequently taken to trial, with the exception of Smith, who
was captured sometime later at Andover.
The trial was set for the county Assizes in Kingston, and lasted from 7 December to 10 December 1855.
Feelings were obviously running high about where the blame lay, and we learn that Dr Bisshopp received a
police escort to protect him on his way to the court.
All except Smith (who was given 2 years for assault) were found guilty of manslaughter. Woods was sentenced
to 20 years’ transportation, and after a year on a prison hulk in the Thames was finally deported to Fremantle,
Western Australia where he was given a conditional pardon and released in 1865, dying of alcoholic poisoning
in 1882. The others received 6 years’ penal servitude.
Inspector Donaldson’s widow, Janet and her 5 children left Haslemere shortly after the incident, and returned
to Dorking. A public appeal was launched to support her and her children, although the amount raised is not
recorded. She subsequently moved to Reigate and died in 1873 aged 66.
Inspector Donaldson himself was buried in St Bartholomew’s churchyard, although the precise location of his
grave is unknown. He was the first serving officer in the Surrey Constabulary to die in the course of duty,
although he was largely forgotten until 1984 when local historian J.S.Harwood researched and revived interest
in the event.
The single track railway finally opened on 1 January 1859 ushering in a new era for Haslemere which so defines
the town to this day, a place now to come to rather than pass through. However, owing to disputes with the
other railway operators, it was not until 1860 that trains were able to continue beyond Havant to Portsmouth
and not until 1876 that the extension to Portsmouth Harbour was completed. Only in 1878 was the line
between Godalming and Havant finally increased to a twin track railway, delivering the capacity that has
largely remained unchanged until today.
Goodeves, the brickworks for whom three of those convicted worked, went into liquidation in 1858, unable to
readapt to reduced demand as the railway neared completion.

As a footnote, the original terminus station at Godalming, that had been intended to be the transit point to
Chichester, remained open until 1897 when it finally closed to passengers.
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