
Stevenson in the Dock 
 

ON Tuesday March 1, 1870, at Edinburgh Police Court, one RL Stevenson appeared 

before Sheriff Hallam, charged with a breach of the peace and throwing snowballs, along 

with fellow students Lewis Balfour (probably his medical student cousin, son of Dr 

George Balfour), Alfred Clunas Ross, John Robertson, James Wallace, Edwin Chessman, 

Charles Nairn, George de Wolfe, James Macfie, James Stewart and William Stevenson 

(apparently no relation, who claimed he had been standing on a ledge, smoking, and 

threw no snowballs). Initially they all pleaded not guilty.  

Police Constable Edward Stars, who was on duty near the Surgeon's Hall, opposite the 

University in Nicolson Street, gave evidence, as reported in The Scotsman of Wednesday 

March 2, 1870: 

‘He saw the panels Ross and R.L. Stevenson within the grounds. Ross seemed to be 

one of the ringleaders of the crowd who tried to rescue the prisoners from the police. 

Witness apprehended him while he was shouting, "On to the rescue". Stevenson was 

conspicuous among those who were throwing snowballs. Constable Carson… also saw 

R.L. Stevenson and Chessman throwing snowballs in the street…. Constable Grassick 

identified Wallace, Stevenson and Chessman as having been engaged in the work of 

snowballing… Mr Macdonald [the advocate representing RLS and others] then stated that 

R.L. Stevenson, Nairn and De Wolfe were willing to plead guilty to a breach of the 

peace… The Sheriff said he would be inclined to acquit both William Stevenson and 

Macfie… The remainder of the prisoners he ordered to find caution to the amount of £1, 

or in default to suffer three days' imprisonment.’ 

 

A full account of the snowball battle the previous Friday, February 25, appeared in The 

Scotsman of Monday February 28 as follows: 

 

SERIOUS SNOWBALL RIOT AT THE UNIVERSITY 

 

The thoroughfare of the South Bridge and Nicholson Street opposite the University and 

the Surgeon's Hall was the scene of a very serious snowball riot yesterday. Immediately 

after the early morning classes at the College dispersed the students commenced a 

straggling fire of snowballs at passing passengers; and the spirit of mischief thus 

displayed induced many of the shopkeepers opposite the University to protect their 

windows by putting up the shutters. Nothing serious happened, however, till about twelve 

o'clock, when the appearance of a strong body of police sent to reinforce the patrolling 

party which had been stationed in the district, was the signal for a sortie by the students 

from the quadrangle of the University, where they had prepared an abundance of 

ammunition in the shape of snowballs.  

The constables were assailed with a heavy fire of missiles, and they were held in check 

for a moment, to the great delight of the students, who cheered vociferously. The 

defenders of the peace, however, rallied, and drawing their batons charged the rioters, and 

compelled them to retire to the shelter of the University gates, which were then locked. A 

large crowd assembled opposite the College to witness the fun, and the students from 

behind their defences showered snowballs indiscriminately at the policemen and 

onlookers – every hit being hailed with cheers and yells from the combatants within the 

fortress. The crowd seemed inclined to retaliate, but a second reinforcement of constables 

arriving from the Main Office, outsiders were compelled to "move on". For a time there 

was a lull in the disturbance, but the students getting wearied of waiting for an occasional 



shy at a policeman or a passing 'bus, bombarded the windows of the shops and houses 

opposite. The plate-glass windows were nearly all protected with shutters, but one was 

broken, and almost every small pane in the upper windows was smashed.  

Between one and two o'clock the classes at the Surgeon's Hall were dismissed, and the 

students there at once commenced a free snowball fight amongst themselves. Tiring soon 

of pelting one another they assailed the onlookers with a shower of snowballs. The 

fusillade was taken at first with great good humour, and considerable amusement was 

caused by the "dodging" efforts of the bystanders to escape being hit. Two fresh bodies of 

constables, headed by Lieutenants M'Lellan and Thompson, marched on the scene of the 

snow battle – for eventually the firing was not confined to those within the parapet wall 

of Surgeon's Hall – and the crowd of outsiders was driven back. During this operation the 

police received the concentrated fire of the medical students, and hard hits seemed to be 

the order of the day.  

A plan of operations for assaulting the stronghold of the students in force was devised, 

and a back gate having been opened one division of constables took the students in the 

rear, while the other division attacked the principal entrance to the grounds. The student 

garrison fought vigorously for a time, but the superior numbers and the truncheons of the 

police prevailed, and thirteen prisoners were taken. More reinforcements came up and the 

prisoners were marched to the Police Office under a strong escort. Several of the 

policemen, doubtless under strong provocation, lost their temper, and some of the captive 

students were pretty roughly handled. Students and onlookers alike hissed and hooted at 

the police, but there was no attempt at a rescue.  

The prisoners and their escort were accompanied to the Police Office by a large crowd, 

who, notwithstanding that they had been the chief recipients of the missiles from the 

students, displayed their sympathy with them by cheering the captives, and throwing 

numerous snowballs at the constables' hats. Two or three times, in the course of the 

march to the High Street, the rear-guard of the escort charged the crowd, but, with the 

exception of one diminutive urchin, who was caught in the act of throwing a snowball, no 

arrests were made. The additional arrest was the cause of much derisive laughter on the 

part of the spectators, and the remainder of the journey was rendered not the more 

comfortable for the policemen.  

About four o'clock the scene of the disturbance again changed from the Surgeon's Hall 

to the College. The plan of assault having succeeded so well at the Surgeon's Hall, it was 

determined to try it again at the College for the purpose of apprehending some of the 

more active of the snowballing students. Arrangements were made accordingly, but the 

students were warned of the proposed attack, and the heavy fall of snow in the afternoon 

having provided them with material for missiles, the firing from within the College gates 

was renewed with great vigour. The gates were closely watched by the students, and no 

further arrests could be made.  

At intervals the College students shouted the chorus, "John Brown" in honour of their 

successful stand against the police. Between four and five o'clock, the students gradually 

left the College or proceeded to their class-rooms, and when darkness set in, the siege 

was raised by the police departing from the scene.  

 


