
Henry Whiting  - An Accidental Death in Hollingdon 

In 1872 Henry Whiting was said to be seventy years old1.  His wife, Mary, 
had died 5 years earlier and he lived with his unmarried daughter, 
Elizabeth, and three grandchildren, in a labourer’s cottage in Great 
Hollingdon.  If the Census enumerator’s schedule of March 1871 is 
reliably sequenced, then Henry lived in the left cottage of two adjoining 
cottages that lay between Clay Hill Farm and Stones Farm in Hollingdon 
on the opposite side of the lane.  Today these two cottages are merged 
to form one property called ‘The Old Cottage’.  Clay Hill Farm (a 
hundred yards to the south east) is now known as ‘Little Mead’ and 
Stones Farm (fifty yards to the north east) is called ‘Upper Hollingdon 
Farmhouse’ today.

 

Believed to be Henry Whiting’s cottage (left hand 
part of the building)

Henry was born in Soulbury around 1802.  In his early working life he 
may have held the significant job of a gamekeeper but he is mostly 
described in Censuses as an agricultural labourer.  He was still working 
as such in 1872 when the local farmers employed him, on an occasional 
basis.  One of these was Thomas Durrant who farmed Wainscott farm, 
which lay on the south side of the Stewkley Road, opposite the Red Lion 
Inn, which was located at the corner of Hollingdon Lane and Stewkley 
Road.
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On the morning of Friday the 30th of August 1872 Henry was up before 
dawn.  Sunrise that morning was about five o’clock.  The wheat and 
barley harvest on the farms of Hollingdon had been partially gathered in 
by the end of August and straw ricks were standing in the fields.  Around 
sunrise Henry walked out of his cottage for the last time onto 
Hollingdon lane and walked the half-mile up to Stewkley Road.   He soon 
passed the entrance to Clay Hill farm, crossed the brook and made his 
way up the hill, passing the side road to Little Hollingdon, before coming 
to the Old Red Lion Inn on the Stewkley Road.  It was a journey of 
about half a mile, which he had made thousands of times during in his 
long life in Hollingdon. He went with another labourer to a field at 
Wainscott farm where a newly built rick was standing.  They had been 
told to tidy it up so loose straw would not be blown away. They began 
pulling loose straws from the rick.  Then the seventy year-old Henry 
climbed a fourteen-rung ladder, which took him near the top of the rick.  
He pulled at more straws, lost his balance and fell some twelve feet to 
the hard-baked, dry, clay ground.  He landed on his head.  He was badly 
injured being in a ‘state of insensibility’ as the local newspaper reported 
it.  He was probably unconscious or delirious and was conveyed home 
back down Hollingdon Lane, probably on a cart belonging to farmer 
Durrant.   

No one could be sure at what time the accident happened.  It is doubtful 
that these men had watches, as there was no need note the passing of 
the minutes and hours during farm work.  It was said to be between five 
and six o’clock in the morning.  This would be local time.  The accident 
had happened soon after starting work on the late August day.

Later in the day the surgeon, Mr W J Bodger came from Leighton 
Buzzard to treat Henry.  He did whatever he could for the injured 
elderly man and then returned to Leighton Buzzard.

Henry’s two daughters who lived in Hollingdon probably nursed him.  
They were the twenty-nine year-old, Elizabeth, who lived with Henry, and 
his other daughter, forty-four year old Martha Syratt.  Martha had been 
widowed four years earlier and lived with her children a half a mile away 
in a cottage next to the Old Red Lion Inn.  Henry survived the Friday 
night and most of Saturday but passed away in his cottage on the night of 
Saturday the 31st of August.  

On Monday the 2nd of September an inquest was held into his death at 
the Old Red Lion Inn.  In keeping with the practice of the time for 
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inquests of this type, Henry’s body would have been brought up to the 
Old Red Lion on a cart where it would have been placed to the side of 
the bar, or in the room behind, so that it was available for identification 
and inspection.  The inquest was held before G Fell Esq. the deputy 
coroner for Buckinghamshire.  As many of the villagers as were available 
and could squeeze into the small room of the Red Lion would have been 
there to witness the coroner at work and to catch a glimpse of Henry’s 
mortal remains.   For his daughter Martha Syrett this must have been a 
particularly difficult time as she lived next door to the Old Red Lion. Mr 
Fell recorded that Henry died an accidental death through injuries to the 
head and shock to his already aged and infirm body, caused by falling 
from a ladder.

A verdict of accidental death was duly recorded.

 
The former Old Red Lion Inn 
looking down Hollingdon Lane 
from Stewkley Road

The following day, Tuesday the 3rd of September, Henry’s body was taken 
the very short distance to the Church yard in Soulbury where he was 
buried in a simple grave.  There was no headstone, maybe just a wooden 
marker and a note of its location made on a well used piece of paper in 
the burial register that was the only record of who was buried where.  
The scrap of paper long since went missing; the wooden marker rotted 
away and any human knowledge of where Henry’s remains now lie in this 
graveyard is long gone. 

The events were recorded in the Leighton Buzzard Observer of Tuesday 
the 3rd of September 1872 as follows: -
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Note

1  Henry Whiting was baptised at Soulbury on 27th July 1803.  His parents 
were William Whiting and Elizabeth Thorn, both of Soulbury.  They had 
married at Soulbury on 29th July 1793. 
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FATAL ACCIDENT 

On Friday morning last, between 5 and 6 o’clock, a man called 
Henry Whiting, aged 70 years, was engaged in company of a 
fellow labourer, in pulling the loose straw from a recently built 
rick, on the farm of Mr Durrant at Hollingdon, when he 
overbalanced himself and fell from the top of a 14 rung ladder to 
the ground, upon his face.  He was taken up in a state of 
insensibility and conveyed home, where he was attended by Mr 
W J Bodger, surgeon of Leighton, but not withstanding the 
greatest attention and care, died on Saturday night from injuries 
to the head and shock to the already infirm systems.  An inquest 
was held yesterday (Monday) at the Red Lion Inn, Hollingdon, 
before G Fell Esq. deputy coroner, when a verdict of accidental 
death was returned.


