THE BROADMEAD BRIDGE ACCIDENT OF 1873

lain Wakeford 2015

his week | want to return to a story that | touched upon last year — the tragic accident in 1873 that happened at Broadmead
Bridge in Old Woking when a traction engine pulling a threshing machine crashed through the bridge killing three men,

Takﬁm the Broadmead’s, this picture shows the
immediate aftermath of the accident.

he incident was recorded by the Earl of

I Onslow (who as Lord of the Manor was
responsible for the bridge), as well as
Edward Ryde in his diary (who appears to have
read of the news in The Times whilst he was in
London), but the most detailed description of
the events comes from the Surrey Advertiser
who recorded not just the accident, but also the

subsequent inquest into the men’s deaths.

The accident occurred at about 4.15 on the
afternoon of Wednesday, 15th January. The
machines, which were apparently owned by
Thomas Miskin, had previously been at work on
the Woking side of the river and were being
transported towards Mr Dawes farm at
Papercourt in Send when the piles supporting
the first and second piers of the bridge on the
Woking side gave way. The rear wheels of the
traction engine and the front wheels of the
threshing machine ended up on the bed of the
river, with the two machines forming what the

Earl of Onslow described as a V' in the bridge.

There were twelve men in the threshing gang,
but after the engine took on water at Mr
Shears’, some of the men who lived in Woking
went home, leaving just seven men with the
vehicles. One of those was John Saunders of
Woking who as the ‘red flag man’ was walking
ahead of the engine to warn people of its
approach, whilst another, William Robinson
(described as a ‘straw pitcher’) had been riding
on the step of the engine and had jumped off
just at the machine reached the bridge.

This left William Bird, the stoker of the engine
and George Reene the driver, with Edward

Butler steering the engine and two brothers
from Send, John and William Darling. John was
sitting next to Edward Butler on the engine (the
two being thrown clear when the bridge
collapsed), but William was riding on the
drawbar between the engine and the threshing
machine, so that when the machines fell
through the bridge he was immediately trapped
between the two under the water and drowned,
despite attempts to rescue him. Reene and
Butler, were thrown into the water and were
rescued by a Mr Alfred John Chapman, a visitor
from New Zealand who was staying with Mr
Ross at The Old Manor House in Old Woking,
but the two were so badly scalded from the
engine that they died of their injuries a few

hours later.

It wasn't long before a crowd had gathered
(including a couple of local surgeons - Mr Eager
and Fletcher - who tried in vain to save the two
scalded men), and three local policemen were
dispatched to take charge of the scene. These
were Constables Ellis and Butt and Sergeant
Baker, with later Deputy Chief Constable Barker
arriving to make certain that a watch was kept
overnight (presumably to prevent another
accident from taking place).

Pedestrian access across the bridge was
apparently still possible, but with the two
machines firmly stuck, vehicles had a long
detour via ever Newark Lane (between Pyrford
and Ripley) or all the way to Stoke-next-

Guildford!

It was clear that a temporary ‘pontoon’ was
required for traffic whilst the engine was
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removed and the bridge repaired, so the Royal
Engineers were called in from Aldershot to help.
Apparently Lieutenant Jelf, a sergeant, two
corporals and fourteen men turned up with the
necessary equipment and after ‘some
difficulties getting their equipment to the river’
within 1% hours had built a new bridge capable

of taking a load of 5 tons.

The pontoon was evidently on the upstream
side of the old bridge as access was gained
‘through the meadow belonging to Mr
Charrington, the well-known brewer’ — although
it was soon reported that the field was very
badly cut up by horse-drawn vehicles going
through it.

The ‘Mr Charrington’ mentioned in the report
of the aftermath of the accident on
Broadmead Bridge is obviously Henry
Charrington who had just bought the brewery
at Old Woking from Richard Isaac Strong.
Unfortunately | can find out very little
information about this particular gentleman,
who appears to have been one of the great
brewing dynasty, but was probably not one of

the major shareholders in the Charrington &
Head Brewery Company that in 1873 was
building the massive new ‘Abbey Brewery’ in

Burton-upon-Trent. Indeed, our Henry only
made a brief appearance in the history of
Woking as in 1876 he sold the brewery to
Joseph Oldfield. If anyone can add more to the
story of Henry Charrington, | would be most
grateful.




The Engine was a Claydon & Shuttleworth Traction
Engine, made in Lincolnshire, similar to the one shown
here.

On Saturday 18th January at the White Horse
Hotel in Old Woking the Coroner, Mr G. H. Hull,
esq, opened the inquest on Reene and Bird.
Apparently Mr Rastrick (presumably George
Rastrick of Woking Lodge in what is now
Oriental Road) appeared for Mr Miskin, whilst
Mr F.F. Smallpiece of Guildford watched on
behalf of the Earl of Onslow.

After hearing evidence from the member of the
threshing gang and other witnesses, the
Coroner then heard from a Mr William
Smallpiece (a civil engineer of 7 Grays Inn
Place, London) who had examined the bridge in
detail.

The jury’s verdict was that Reene and Bird lost
their lives due to the collapse of the bridge, but
the inquest had to be adjourned for a few days

Royal Engineers constructed a temporary pontoon,
until the bridge could be repaired.

whilst the body of William Darling could be
recovered from underneath the engines. That
required heavy lifting gear which was eventually
supplied on the following Tuesday by the
London & South Western Railway, who
transported it from their locomotive works at
Nine Elms to Woking from where Mr Hilder of

Woking provided carriage to Old Woking.

William Smallpeice apparently directed the
operation that finally managed to move the
threshing machine on the Wednesday morning
(@ week after the accident), for William
Darling’s body to be recovered (followed later

by the traction engine).

According to the Surrey Advertiser despite bag
weather, thousands of people had come to view
the scene on the Sunday, the majority coming
by train to Woking Station (and presumably
walking to Old Woking), with others driving by
carriage from Guildford, Chertsey & Weybridge.

That Sunday was also the day of burial in the
churchyard of Reene and Butler, with a
collection box apparently being set up for the
widow of George Reene (the others presumably
leaving no dependents).

William Darling’s body was buried on Friday
24th January, after the inquest had been
resumed and a verdict of death by drowning

following the accident had been reached.

From the evidence given at the inquest it is
clear that the traction engine should never have
gone over the bridge in the first place. Mr
Smallpiece in his evidence estimated that the
bridge was about fifty years old and had
originally been suitable for a load of five tons,
whilst Mr Miskin in his evidence had revealed
that the traction engine alone (made by Clayton
and Shuttleworth of Lincoln) weighed ten tons!

Having said that, Mr Hilder had stated that only
seven weeks before the accident he had taken
his traction engine over the bridge, ‘which the
manufacturers told him weighed 11% to 12
tons in working order’, so he was fortunate that
an accident hadn’t happened sooner.

Perhaps the most remarkable part about the
whole story, however, is that after the traction
engine and threshing machine were removed
the bridge was simply ‘patched up’ (with
presumably a large sign denoting the weight
restriction) and it was not until just before the
First World War that anyone got around to
building a proper one!
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