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When donkeys ruled the road  

 

In May 1895, James Stacey was prosecuted by the authorities for allowing his donkeys to stray along the highway in Upper 
Ventnor on repeated occasions. They were stabled some three-quarters of a mile off, and had possibly escaped. The defendant 
was fined 2s 6d for each donkey and 4s 0d costs, not inconsiderable sums of money at the time. However, it is clear that the use of 
donkeys for transport on Ventnor’s roads was then quite a lucrative business. They were much employed in tandem, for example, 
for hauling goods around the town, especially on its steep hills. They were also used for private hire and, rather later, for giving 
children rides along the beach.  

 
Just as we have been used for many years to seeing taxi stands on our urban roads today, so Victorians and Edwardians in 
Ventnor became used to seeing ‘donkey chair stands’. In 1888, there were, for example, three on Albert Street, four by the 
cabbage patch (later the Cascade), one under the parsonage wall (probably where the pedestrian shelter is now found) as well as 
in other locations like the railway station. Nursing home patients were among the most regular users of the donkey chairs, but 
sometimes it was just ladies going out for drives or for afternoon tea, especially those without the means to hire a conventional 
carriage.  
 
Young boys were hired by chair proprietors as drivers and from time to time came to the attention of the authorities for their 
somewhat loutish behaviour or for behaving cruelly towards the animals. In May 1888, it was reported that groups of them, under 
the lee of the pier tollhouses, were indulging in smoking, spitting and using obscene language, while their charges stood quietly on 
the opposite side of the road. On other occasions, the boys raced their donkey charges boisterously along the Esplanade causing 
mayhem to visitors.  
 
The most well-known donkey chair proprietor was Henry 
Milligan, typically known as ‘Donkey Milligan’. He succeeded 
to his father’s chair business in 1894, aged 26, and lived to 
the ripe old age of 96. He was actually a carpenter by trade 
and a sometime jobbing gardener. His donkeys were stabled 
at the top of Lowtherville Road and quite often allowed to 
roam freely on the Downs to graze. Many of the animals had 
flower names, although there was always one called ‘Bill’.  
 
Milligan is shown here on the right, though sadly we don't 
know the name of the donkey in the picture. Older residents 
have mixed memories of the man. In Upper Ventnor, he 
would sometimes offer the local kids bits of what he said was 
liquorice to chew when in fact it was ‘baccy,’ which the kids 
quickly spat out in disgust.  
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