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ABSTRACT 
There was a need for a gaol in Kingston to confine felons during the Assizes 

and Quarter Sessions.  The Stockhouse, the responsibility of Kingston 

Corporation, was used for this purpose until around 1801.  Then, until 1855 

part of the House of Correction, for which the County of Surrey was 

responsible, was used to confine felons for trial.   A purpose-built House of 

Detention, adjacent to the Assize Courts, was then established by Kingston 

Corporation.  This was last used to confine felons at the Midsummer Quarter 

Sessions held on 1 July 1890.    

INTRODUCTION 
At the Assize of Clarendon, 1166, Henry II ordered county sheriffs to provide 

gaols for felons, i.e., prisoners accused of serious crimes awaiting trial by 

itinerant judges.1 There was a gaol in Kingston in 1264 and possibly this 

originally was instituted to comply with the royal decree, being the forerunner 

of the Stockhouse, otherwise known as the Common Gaol, Town Gaol or 

Borough Gaol.   Neild [1812] recounted how once 24 felons awaiting trial at 

the Kingston Assizes were confined, for two to three days, like sheep in a 

market pen, in a room in the Stockhouse that was 19 ft. long by 9 ft. wide.  

They slept on the floor and were fastened down to staples fixed in the floor by 

a chain run through the main link of their fetters. Around 1801 the Stockhouse 

ceased to be used for the detention of felons.  Instead, until it closed in 

February 1852, part of the House of Correction in Heathen Street was used 

as a gaol for felons during the Assizes and Quarter Sessions [below].2   

 The Stockhouse was a prison owned and managed by Kingston 

Corporation. Its use indicated that the Corporation then was responsible for 

the safe custody of felons awaiting trial.3  On the other hand, the House of 

Correction was owned and managed by the County of Surrey. Thus, from 

1801 until 1852, the County of Surrey assumed the responsibility for providing 

a gaol for felons when Assizes and Quarter Sessions were held in Kingston.   
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A TEMPORARY HOUSE OF DETENTION 
The Surrey Quarter Sessions Order Book [QSOB] of 6 April 1852 recorded 

that the Town Clerk, Mr. Jemmett, on behalf of Kingston Corporation, offered 

£1,200 for the old House of Correction. Furthermore, the Corporation 

undertook to provide accommodation on the site for felons and remanded 

prisoners, or to provide a gaol elsewhere in Kingston for this purpose.  This 

indicated that the Corporation was prepared to take back the responsibility for 

provision of a gaol in Kingston.  The justices noted that in the previous year 

there were 54 remanded prisoners who would have been very expensive to 

remove to the County Gaol in Southwark. Moreover, although the House of 

Correction site was valued at £1,400, they recommended that the lower offer 

from the Corporation should be accepted. It was probably in the interest of the 

County to sell the old prison for a lower price and to be free of the costs of 

transporting to Southwark remanded prisoners apprehended in the Kingston 

area.     

 The term “House of Detention”, for prisoners at Assizes, Sessions and on 

remand by County and Borough Magistrates, first appeared in a Kingston 

Council Minute of 19 August 1852. Council Minutes and references in the 

QSOB, in 1852 and 1853, both lack detail, and unfortunately a plan that is 

referred to in both sources was not found.  However the available evidence 

suggested that the temporary House of Detention consisted of the old prison 

chapel with the rooms above it, the adjacent mens’ ward and a nearby 

wooden building. All these were inside a walled enclosure with an entrance in 

Bridewell Alley, which was widened by fifteen feet, where necessary, to 

facilitate access.4  Moreover, there was joint financial liability for the House of 

Detention. Kingston Corporation was to supply the premises, while the County 

of Surrey was to provide the necessary furniture, as well as the prisoners’ 

subsistence and the costs of their supervision.  Finally, it was ordered that the 

costs of remanded prisoners were to be met by the authorities presently 

responsible for them, and not the County.   

SALE OF THE OLD HOUSE OF CORRECTION TO THE MILITIA 
While the negotiations about a House of Detention on the old prison site were 

underway, Kingston Corporation was considering an approach from the Third 

Royal Surrey Regiment of Militia for the purchase of the site for use as its 
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barracks.  This was formalised when, on 23 May 1853, the QSOB recorded 

that because of problems in drawing up a covenant, Colonel Thomas 

Chalonor Bisse Challoner, the Regiment’s Commanding Officer, was allowed 

to take possession of the House of Correction, as a Trustee for the County 

and for Kingston Corporation, until the contract of sale was in place. Captain 

Lamorock Flower, an officer of the Regiment, recorded that the first man to be 

enlisted at the new barracks, on 9 July 1853, was “No. 1, Private Michael 

Sullivan”.5   A QSOB entry of 17 November 1853 recorded that Colonel 

Challoner had offered £1,500 for the site while agreeing to provide thereon 

facilities for the safe custody of felons and remanded prisoners, and probably 

the militia authority became the legal owner shortly afterwards.    

 It was unclear whether the construction of the temporary House of 

Detention, as outlined above, was completed before, or shortly after, the site 

became the Militia Barracks.   It was also unclear where exactly felons and 

remanded prisoners were detained between the time that the old House of 

Correction closed and the temporary House of Detention was ready for use.  

However it seemed safe to assume that the County found it expedient for 

buildings on the House of Correction site to be used as a gaol in the interim.  

A PERMANENT HOUSE OF DETENTION  
Kingston Council’s intention to construct a permanent House of Detention in 

the town was recorded in a Minute of 3 August 1853.  This indicated that at 

least two plans were considered and that the one selected would incorporate 

comments made by Mr. Keene, the Governor of the County Gaol in 

Horsemonger Lane, Newington.6 Later, the Surrey Comet, on 14 October 

1854, reported that Kingston Council had received five tenders for the building 

work ranging from £519 to £435.  The lowest one, from Mr. Patman, was 

accepted and the work was ordered to start immediately.  A Council Minute of 

March 1855 stated that the House of Correction was “nearly completed” and 

on 6th August 1857 the Minutes contained a bill from Lambeth Water Works 

for the past five quarters.  This indicated that the House of Detention was in 

use in 1855.  

 An Ordnance Survey plan of Kingston of 1869 showed a separate block of 

cells slightly to the east of the Assize Courts [see Figure 1].  Probably, this 

was the House of Detention. It appeared to be a single-storey building with 
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floors of wooden boards and a roof made of plate iron.7  A letter from Walter 

W. Wilkinson, the Town Clerk of Kingston, to the Home Office, dated 12th 

December 1889, showed that at that time there was a separate House of 

Detention within the precincts of the Assize Courts and that there were cells 

under the Courts. Wilkinson wrote that there were four rooms for prisoners 

within the House of Detention. The dimensions of these were, 22 ft. x 20 ft. 

4in., 6 ft. x 14 ft., 16 ft. x 14 ft. and 11 ft. 6 in. x 10 ft. 6in.  Additionally, he 

reported, there were six rooms for prisoners under the courts.  The 

dimensions of these were, 19 ft. 3 in. x 11ft., 23 ft. x 8 ft., 17 ft. 3 in. x 14 ft. 9 

in., 8 ft. 6 in. x 4 ft. 8 in, and 8 ft. x 4 ft.   Moreover, Wilkinson stated that there 

was a separate room for warders measuring 11 ft. 6 in. x 10 ft. 6 in.  However, 

he did not say where this was located.8   
OTHER USES FOR THE HOUSE OF DETENTION 
Reports of Kingston Council meetings in the Surrey Comet indicated that 

when it was not used to confine prisoners at the  Assizes and Quarter 

Sessions, the House of Detention was used for other purposes.   On 10 

October 1857, it was recorded that there had been an application from Mr. 

Wild to occupy it, conditional on him giving it up during the Assizes and finding 

accommodation for the turnkeys.  Charles Wild, and his brother Alfred, ran the 

Kingston Tannery at the time and possibly they wished to occupy the House 

of Detention, or part of it, for some purpose connected with the tannery 

business, e.g., storage of materials.9  On 9 February 1867 the newspaper 

reported that there were three cells in the House of Detention, of which only 

two were used for the confinement of prisoners.  The third room was used by 

a band and it was proposed that a copper be installed therein so that it could 

be used at times as a kitchen to make soup for distribution to the poor. 
Possibly the band was that of Mr. W. J. Duffell, Band Master of the 3rd Royal 

Surrey Militia, who ran a music business in Kingston.  He advertised in 1860 

for people to join an “Amateur Band” that would be meeting soon to start 

practice.  On various occasions in 1867 he advertised the provision of 

“quadrille bands at the shortest notice”.10 The Surrey Comet, on 24 December 

1870, reported that there had been two distributions of soup and bread from 

the kitchen at the Assize Courts.  Probably, the kitchen was the one installed 

in a room of the House of Detention [see above].  



 

 5 

CONCERNS ABOUT THE HOUSE OF DETENTION 
There was evidence of official concerns about the accommodation for 

prisoners in the House of Detention.  On 12 September 1863, the Surrey 

Comet reported that the County Surveyor had asked Kingston Council to 

install individual cells in the House of Detention building, and under the Grand 

Jury Room, so that the prisoners could be kept separate.  On 20 October 

1866, the newspaper reported that the insecurity of the accommodation of 

prisoners at Kingston and Reigate was one of the reasons given in a proposal 

that criminal trials at Quarter Sessions should be held only at the Sessions 

House in Newington.   On 9 February 1867, the Surrey Comet reported that 

there were three cells in the House of Detention, of which only two were used 

for the confinement of prisoners at Assizes and Quarter Session.   

 The letter, of 12 December 1889, cited above, from Walter W. Wilkinson 

followed an official report that only two rooms were available for prisoners, 

there was no proper means of separating males from females, there was no 

accommodation for warders, separate cells were not available, and prisoners 

were taken across a small yard to which the public had access.  In his robust 

response Wilkinson asserted that the first three statements were “each 

distinctly inaccurate and it is impossible to understand how such manifest 

perversions of the facts have been put forth”. He then provided the 

dimensions of the ten rooms for prisoners and the warders’ room [see above] 

and added that while it was possible to convert these rooms into 30 individual 

cells, this would be costly and the work would not be undertaken until the 

question of a permanent site for the Quarter Sessions was settled.  Finally, he 

asserted that the Council was having the access for the prisoners fenced off 

to enable them to taken into court up a staircase into the dock directly from 

the cells. 

 With reference to the report in the Surrey Comet of 12 September 1863 

[see above], it appeared that individual cells never were provided. Moreover, 

the Commissioners’ allegation that there were only two rooms for prisoners 

was comparable with the report in the newspaper of 9 February 1867 [see 
above]. Perhaps, although Wilkinson claimed that there were ten rooms 

available for prisoners, in practice only two were ever used for this purpose. 

Furthermore, there was evidence that the Corporation allowed rooms in the 
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House of Detention to be used for other purposes, namely, as a room for a 

band, possibly for storing goods, and as a soup kitchen.    

A PERMANENT SITE FOR THE SURREY QUARTER SESSIONS 
Wilkinson’s letter of 1889 referred to the question of finding a permanent site 

for the Quarter Sessions.   The QSOBs for the period 26 March 1889 to 15 

May 1894 evidenced a debate that was conducted against the background of 

the County of Surrey’s need to find a new headquarters after a boundary 

change that put the Sessions House in Newington within the new London 

County Council.  This was, at the time, perceived to rule out its continued use 

for Surrey’s Quarter Sessions.  David Robinson wrote that on 15 April 1890 

after intense lobbying, and amid keen local interest, Kingston was selected as 

the location of a new County Hall, defeating the other contenders, namely 

Guildford, Wimbledon, Epsom and Redhill.11   
 On 15 October 1889, a decision was made that in the next year the 

Epiphany and Midsummer Sessions would be held in Kingston, while the 

Easter and Michaelmas Sessions would be held in Guildford. On 31 

December 1889, a report from the Home Office declared the accommodation 

for prisoners at Kingston to be “entirely inadequate” and Wilkinson’s letter was 

cited in this context.  On 23 April 1890, the Order Books recorded that Quarter 

Sessions would be held at Kingston “as soon as suitable buildings shall have 

been provided for the purpose”.  This reflected the decision made to locate 

the new County Hall in Kingston [see above]. On 14 October 1890, at the 

Michaelmas Sessions in Guildford, it was reported that the “experiment” of 

holding Sessions alternatively at Guildford and Kingston had not been 

successful, despite the co-operation of the authorities at both places, who 

were constrained by the buildings available to them. Furthermore, it was 

hoped that courts would be available within the new County Hall in about two 

years and therefore it would not be reasonable to expect any material 

improvement in the present accommodation at Guildford or Kingston.  In the 

meantime, it was recorded that London County Council had agreed that 

Surrey Quarter Sessions could be held in the Sessions House in Newington 

for two years.  At the Adjourned Sessions on 20 October 1891, it was 

recorded that the agreement between the Counties had been extended until 

25 March 1895 at the cost of £750 a year.  On 28 June 1892, the QSOBs 
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reported that Kingston Council had submitted a bill for the expenses of 

holding Sessions in October 1889, and in January and July 1890, which, 

following negotiations, had been settled at £50. The evidence indicated that 

the House of Detention was last used to confine prisoners during the 

Midsummer Quarter Sessions held in Kingston on 1 July 1890. 

OTHER USES FOR THE ASSIZE COURT SITE 
Kingston Council records from 1883 to 1889 demonstrated that the future of 

the Assize Court site was uncertain and that consideration was given to other 

possible uses for it.12  In particular, on 3 May 1883, there was evidence of a 

move to develop the site, including Clattern House, where the Judges were 

lodged during the Assizes, and the House of Detention, for various municipal 

purposes including assembly rooms and a public library.  A plan by the 

Borough Surveyor proposed that the cells in what was designated  “the old 

House of Detention” should be used as stables.  This was associated with a 

decision, agreed by the Lord Chancellor, that Assizes would no longer be held 

in Kingston.  On 2 February 1884, this decision was challenged by Councillor 

Frayling who advocated a petition for the continuation of the Assizes in 

Kingston.13 The matter was closed on 28 June 1884, when it was reported 

that the Home Secretary had confirmed that Assizes would not be held in 

Kingston in the future.  

 On 16 February 1888, it was reported that the court known as the “Crown 

Court” was to be altered to make it more suitable for use as the County Court 

and to make it more generally useful for other purposes.  Finally, a Council 

meeting on 2 May 1889, Councillor Moatt proposed that “the old House of 

Detention” should be let out to anyone prepared to convert it into a swimming 

baths and warm baths according to a plan drawn up by the Council.    Clattern 

House was used as municipal offices until 1933 and it was demolished in 

1933, together with the old Assize Court. Thereafter, construction work on 

Kingston’s Guildhall started and this building was opened on 3 July 1935.14 
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Section of  O.S. Plan of Kingston, 1869, scale 1:1,056, amended and 
annotated by David A. Kennedy. The block marked “Cells” was probably 
the House of Detention. 
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