
The Most Dangerous Main Street in England?   

A quote from the Berkshire Mercury of May 16th, 1964, stated that the main street in East Ilsley was 
one of the most dangerous in England.                                                                                

The village of East Ilsley grew in a hollow at the point near where the main North to South route 
intersected with the main East to West route, namely the ancient Ridgeway.  

From the north the road steadily descends from Gore Hill, where it crosses the Ridgeway, to the centre 
of the village known as the Market place. It then rises steeply out of the hollow. This section known as 
the High Street gradually attracted an assortment of houses, shops, and pubs on both sides.  

Until the middle of the 20th century all traffic from the Midlands to the South Coast passed through the 
village. While this was not a problem when the main means of transport was horse-drawn vehicles, with 
the rise in motorised traffic the High Street of East Ilsley became increasingly a dangerous place to live.  

At the beginning of the 20th Cent. Some hostelries which 
had previously provided changes of horses and stabling, 
gradually began to instal petrol pumps for the emerging 
motor trade. Before the Greyhound pub, opposite the 
Swan, was demolished in 1892, the road was unmetalled 
and less than twenty feet wide between them, and it was 
not a one-way street either. Some larger vehicles passed 
by the shops on either side of the road, sometimes with 
barely inches to spare. There were inevitably collisions 
and damage to the fronts of people’s houses from time to 
time. One former resident tells of a time she could not  

open her bedroom window because the side of a large lorry was just inches away.  

In 1959 the front of the grocer’s shop was damaged, 
and the inside also suffered extensive damage.   

The road from Newbury approached East Ilsley at the top of 
the steep High Street. Near the top was a right-hand bend. 
There had been dozens of accidents caused by motor vehicles 
taking the bend too quickly or with badly performing brakes. 
In 1964 Mr. Cyril Beckley, landlord of the Star, claimed to have 
counted 40 accidents in the 11 years he had been the licensee.  

 It wasn’t just the downhill which was a problem. In 1908 the clutch gave way in the gearing of a traction 
engine pulling two carts and a water wagon up the hill. The engine lost power and began to roll 
backwards, overriding the blocks placed under the wheels to prevent it doing so. A man, following 
behind in a horse drawn wagon, made a successful effort to save his horse, but was hit himself and 
received fatal injuries.  

In 1915 a team of horses attached to a wagon broke loose and bolted down the hill. An under carter 
made a valiant effort to stop the horses and received several severe cuts and bruises. The horses 
eventually ran into a post and the wagon was brought to a standstill.  

There were already many locals who had been campaigning for a by-pass, but progress was slow, people 
living on the high street were afraid to use their front rooms for fear they might become another casualty 
of the ever-present possibility of a vehicle crashing into them. Things came to a head over a period of 
seven months or so, when three serious accidents devastated homes on the hill,  



In October 1963, only weeks after Mr. Harold 
Andrews left East Ilsley’s famous Lamb public house 
after 50 years, a heavy lorry ran backwards down the 
steep hill and became wedged in the front of the 
building, severely damaging the front. The accident 
happened at 4.30p.m. only hours after workmen 
had been on the roof removing a T.V. aerial. Great 
cracks appeared and it was feared that removing the 
vehicle might cause the collapse of the whole 
building  

As night fell searchlights were trained on the crash 
scene. Even so, a car transporter failed to negotiate 
around the obstruction and added further dents to 
the already damaged lorry. Morning light revealed cracks appearing in the pavement as it rose and fell 
due to the constant stream of heavy traffic still trying to negotiate past the wreckage. Eventually the 
lorry was eased out and removed   

Only yards from the scene of this crash another lorry overturned into the Star opposite, shedding a load 
of bales of wool. Slight damage was caused to the filling station and the lorry was righted and reloaded.  

Just seven months after this crash, a milk tanker 
descending the steep hill, hit an electricity pole, 
overturned  and  spun  round  before 
 sliding backwards into the Lamb Inn, the same 
spot as the accident seven months earlier. The 
tanker came to rest completely upside down amid 
a pile of rubble with its load of 1,800 gallons of 
milk spilling into the pub cellars.  

Spectacular though this was, it was exceeded just 
six days later.   

A ten-ton lorry carrying seven tons of new potatoes, 
after colliding with a car travelling in the same direction 
ploughed into the next building down the hill removing 
most of the frontage. The lorry driver was miraculously 
unhurt and climbed unscathed from his cab.   

  

  

  

From the mangled car the driver and his wife were able to go 
home after treatment, but his mother-in-law who had been 
trapped between the back seats was detained at the Radcliffe 
Infirmary with suspected chest injuries.  



The  building,  formerly 
 The Wheatsheaf  pub, 
 was  now privately owned and 
the occupants had a lucky escape. 
A few minutes later and they 
would have been sitting down to 
tea in the front room which was 
damaged.   

The lorry completely blocked the 
road. It could not be removed 
straight away because of the 
danger of the whole building  
collapsing. It was noticed that the north wall bulged alarmingly, and work went on throughout the night 
by floodlight, shoring it up. High street was closed for 24 hours while builders pulled down loose pieces 
of rubble and put iron struts between the floors of the house. The vehicle was towed out the following 
day and after it was removed, the remainder of the frontage was found to be unsafe and was removed. 
The road was then reopened to single line traffic controlled by lights.   

 
                              The next day                                                                        Sometime later                      

The next property down the hill, another former pub called the 
White Hart, was occupied by Mr. Charles Eacott who was 
understandably worried that he might be the next in line. When he 
heard the crash, he thought it was his house being torn down “you 
never feel really safe here, I begin to wonder whether my house 
will be next on the list”.   

One door further down, at Hobland House the resident said 
“fortunately there is still one house left to protect us. What we want 
is a by-pass. They’ve been talking about building one since I came 
here 25 years ago. This road was built for horses and is a real death 
trap now. We live entirely at the back of the house”.  

This third major accident prompted the Reading Mercury to state 
that East Ilsley High Street was probably one of the most 
dangerous in England.  

Hardly had the dust settled, when a “speed the by-pass” telegram was sent from the Parish Council to 
the transport minister Mr. Ernest Marples. It demanded interim safety measures.  

“In 1964, owing to your continued delay in providing a by-pass, East Ilsley has suffered three major 
traffic accidents involving three deaths and destruction of houses, numerous minor accidents have 
gone unreported. Tenants of houses on the A34 are now afraid to occupy their front rooms.  



My council deplores this situation and asks for urgent action both on the by-pass and interim 
measures while the by-pass is constructed”.  

The Local M.P. Mr. Airey Neave hurried to the village to see for himself the havoc wrought by the recent 
two accidents and was very angry, as he confirmed that the Minister for Transport had made a definite 
statement in the Commons that work would start on the Ilsley By-pass in the Autumn of 1963. The 
Minister had given no explanation, either officially or privately, why the new road was not started.  

Mr. Neave said his intention was not to take the matter up with the Minister. He was seeing the chief 
Whip to raise the question in open debate. the following week he took the concerns of the local 
population to Parliament, to speed up the long sought after By-Pass for the village.  

Early in 1965 a mechanical plough tore into the side of the Star 
at the top of the hill. A girl narrowly escaped being crushed.   

                                                    The landlord surveys the damage  

  

  

  

Footnote: work started, at last, on the new road in April 1965 and it was opened six weeks ahead of 
schedule in 1966, but that’s another story!  

 


