
 

Mad Jack’s Road Rage 

 
Mad Jack Bennet at the wheel 

 
Should the eccentric aristocrat Colonel John Bennet-Stanford of Tisbury appear in the record books as the first 
perpetrator of the 20

th
 century phenomenon we know today as road rage?   

 
All real eccentrics seem to have been born in the Victorian era, have thick skins, enjoy the public eye and have the 
time and money to pursue their weird ideas.  Colonel Bennet fulfilled all these criteria and thus acquired the 
nickname Mad Jack.  He was said to have rode about in an open car with a horsewhip round his neck and had 
notices erected on his Pythouse estate in Tisbury saying that trespassers would be shot.  These and many similar 
stories abound and confirm that his behaviour was unusual to say the least.  Like his offers of a lift in his car to 
pedestrians, only to take them miles from their intended destination and then tell them to walk home!  How he was 
partial to badger’s hams and, while serving on the Bench, how he deliberately upset his fellow Magistrates by being 
too familiar with the accused. 
 
It is difficult to separate fact from fiction but one thing is sure, he was born in 1870.  On leaving Eton at the age of 17 
he found employment with the London Brighton and South Coast Railways where he worked for two years, in 
Brighton, on the footplate.  It was here that he became attracted to all things mechanical. 
 
For the next 10 years he served short spells in the Army between hunting, climbing and exploring trips to India and 
Central Africa.  In 1897 he was big game hunting in Somaliland with his wife Evelyn, the two of them returning with 
‘many highly valued trophies of the forest and veld’.  He was then recalled to active service in the Army and went 
through the whole of the Boer War. 
 
Later, in civilian life living at his estate in Tisbury, he developed his love of motoring when the time had only just 
passed that a car on the highway had to be preceded by a man with a red flag.  
 
On 12

th
 August 1903, Mad Jack and some friends were travelling north at ‘full speed’ along what is now the A350.  

Full speed was calculated to be no more than 12mph, the car having just overtaken a bus whose top speed was 
8mph.     
 
They met with a wagon, pulled by two horses and loaded with cheese, on the wrong side of the road and were forced 
to brake.   This so infuriated our eccentric driver that he stopped and remonstrated with the carter.  The situation 
deteriorated when the carter refused to give his name and Mad Jack felt obliged to exercise his ancient right to make 
a citizen’s arrest.  
 
A fortnight later the case came before Tisbury Magistrates where Colonel Bennet normally sat on the Bench.  This 
time he was there to bring a private prosecution against Robert Denbeigh, ‘that he did obstruct the King’s highway by 
not keeping his wagon on the correct side of the road’ and ‘for having been at such a distance from his wagon that he 
had not the proper control of his horse’.  Denbeigh in turn cross- summoned Bennet for assault.  
 
It would be difficult to imagine a more trivial case to anyone but Mad Jack.  It revolved around three points - was the 
carter breaking the law by being on the wrong side of the road, was the car brought to a stop and was the carter 
drunk? 
 
The carter claimed that he was going up a hill zig-zag fashion, as was the custom with a heavy load in order to 
reduce the incline, and that the car had to slow down but did not stop and that he ‘did not drink two pints of beer in a 
month because he was not so fond of drink’.  
 
The case for Mad Jack, who told the court that he was a good driver, fell apart when he admitted that he did not stop 
but had been forced to ‘reduce his pace to about one and a half miles per hour in order to pass’. 
 



After having to listen to all this nonsense, which must have taken all day to resolve, the Magistrates fined Denbeigh 
1/- with 4/6d costs.  When the other charges were dismissed the clerk asked for an order on costs but before the 
Bench had time to consider this, Mad Jack offered to pay them for everyone! 
 
Unfortunately Mad Jack appears to have learned little from this episode for 12 months later he was back in court 
charging another poor carter with obstructing the highway.  He, in turn, was again summoned for assaulting the 
carter in his effort to detain him.  On this occasion the carter does not appear to have been in agreement with Mad 
Jack’s plan and things became a little unpleasant.  Mad Jack complained that a horse and trolley had been travelling 
in the middle of the road, forcing him to break from 20mph and drive on the grass in order to pass.   
 
The carter put up quite a fight and Mad Jack was forced to call on two others for assistance.  Together the three of 
them attempted to restrain the carter with the rope reins that he had been using to guide his horse.  During the 
ensuing struggle, the rope became entangled around the carter’s neck and it looks fortunate today that the trio did 
not finish up on a more serious charge. 
 
In the face of PC Galloway’s evidence that he found the carter’s face and neck covered with blood, Mad Jack was 
surely lucky to have been fined as little as £2 while the carter was fined 10/-.  The latter asked for time to pay but 
Mad Jack said that would not be necessary as he would pay both fines. 
 
Right up to the time he died in 1947, Colonel John Bennet-Stanford was a familiar figure on Wiltshire roads.  No 
longer a threat to carters in later years he was, however, always regarded with a little suspicion by those who knew 
him.  His eccentric clothes, flowing white beard and his chocolate-coloured red-wheeled Ford V8 continued to create 
an aura of apprehension among the natives. 
 
He was buried at Norton Bavant where his family had been landowners since the15

th
 century.  His obituary rightly 

referred to him as a ‘colourful personality’ and suggested that ‘he was born 300 years too late’. 
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