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Don Woodhams 
 

Jim Findlay 

 

 

Can I tell you a story involving Don...... 

 

I was a TDC at Walton and Don was my DS. One Friday afternoon in the early 1970's we had 

been to Addlestone to interview a prisoner and were driving back along Oatlands Drive to 

Walton police station. Friday night was 'card-night' at Don Sapsford’s house with a few beers 

so I was looking forward to finishing on time. It was just gone 5pm when Don suddenly said, 

"that's not right, turn round, we'd better take a look at that". We were in an unmarked Morris 

1000. What Don had seen was a large lorry on a building site where a number of men were 

loading up the lorry with scaffolding poles and put-lock clips......how he had seen that on the 

right-side of the road and made that judgement?  

 

The site was a Kingston Builders site but only at the footings stage. We pulled up in front of 

the lorry and got out. The lorry engine was still running. There were 7 men there all swarthy 

men in their 30's and 40's. The smallest man, an Irishman approached and when asked what 

they were doing stated they had a rush job to move the scaffolding to a site in Croydon. He 

produced a scrap of paper that said, “Move scaffolding to Croydon site, urgent, signed the 

Foreman.” He stated he had come with two others and the other four had been on site and just 

helping to load up. Don was not happy. Every answer was 'wishy washy', no phone numbers, 

no details. No radios apart from the car radio so requests for keyholder checks had to go through 

HQ. Don wanted all names and addresses which I took and again went through the car radio. 

We broke into the site office to try and get more phone numbers, but it was now Friday evening, 

nearly 6pm. The four from the site were getting restless and demanded to go as we had their 

details so reluctantly at 6.30'ish we let them go. After 10 mins the checks came back “known 

not wanted, wanted on warrant, no such addresses.” The three left with us came back clear, two 

of them with records. The Irishman wanted something from the lorry and on entering the cab, 

the engine stalled. The load was obviously very heavy as the wheels were quite deep in the 

mud and he said, “We'd never move this anyway.” Another half hour and still no joy with any 

checks so again, reluctantly Don let them go. Out in the road there was a beaten-up van and 

when we did a vehicle check the owner was down as one of the men who had walked off. It 

then came back as driver wanted for theft from building site. It had now gone 8pm and my card 

night was very doubtful. Don went round and let all the tyres down then told me to go back to 

the station, ring our wives, get some chips and come back. He said we 'd stay until 10pm and 

have night turn sit on it. Off I went and came back with chips to find Don holding a man up 
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against one of the biggest break-down lorries I've ever seen. It turned out he had been contacted 

to come and tow the lorry off to a carpark in Battersea and leave it there. He had been given 

£50 by the Irishman.  

 

We took him into the police station and he was detained overnight and released without charge. 

He gave details of the Irishman who was arrested the next day. When interviewed he stated 

that when we turned up the others wanted to tie us up and leave us in the shed and he had 

quickly written the note to give that a try! We did trace and arrest one other. 

 

1974 -50 years ago 
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OFF Beat March 1974 
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Off Beat December 1974 
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North Street 1974. Wally Simmons with Major Henderson explosives officer New 

Scotland Yard at the window. Dave Lambert and probably Police Sergeant John Forbes 

by the bus stop 

 

 
Off Beat October 1974 

 
Off Beat May 1974 
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Off Beat 1974 
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Pat Buss and Stan Band June 1974 

 

Course 226 Sandgate March to June 1967 
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Class A3 Surrey officers RG Scott, KV Foot, TD Wallace, APH Hickman, RK Harrison, 

AC Bowman, JG Wilson, AHJ Hemmings 

 

The following programme from the passing out parade of Course 226 includes a list of 

officers from the Surrey Constabulary is from Bob Scott. 

 

 
 



 10 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 11 

Unit Beat Policing – Surrey Constabulary Chief Constable  

 
1967 23 November: Unit Beat Policing became the mantra which was a system based on no research 

meant to allow the undermanned police force to cover more ground and deal with more incidents 

quickly. The chief constable indicated there would be a 50% increase in Traffic Department. The station 

officer would be accompanied by a civilian to deal with telex, phone and communications. There would 

be a station sergeant 24 hours a day meaning an increase of 54 sergeants. The senior officer (in charge 

of divisions) would be a chief superintendent with a superintendent grade 1 as his deputy and a 

superintendent in charge of each sub-division. The five Traffic centres would be reduced to three and 

enlarged.  

 

Area Beat Policing: The Chief Constable indicated that as we had been working a similar system for 

many years no drastic changes were necessary. Pocket radio systems were being increased in all areas. 

We would lose some of our motorcycles, but 37 more small cars were being purchased. Intelligence: 

The present system of recording intelligence was unsatisfactory and that in the future it would play a 

more active part.1 

 

Society for the Prosecution of Felons 
 

Jenny Tuffs and Robert Bartlett September 2024 

 

 

“ --- an Association for the more effectual bringing to Justice every Offender who shall 

hereafter be guilty of felony against the person or property of any of the Associators, will not 

only be the most likely method to preserve the persons and properties of said Associator safe 

from felony, but will at the same time conduce greatly to the Public Good’ 2 (Copy of a Dead 

of Association for the Prosecution of Felons (1799)) 
 

Small and close-knit communities police themselves but this does not mean that criminals were 

always local and therefore known to inhabitants, parish constables and magistrates. Growing 

threats led to local solutions. There was little if anything else on offer as there was sparse 

interest in the localities from central government! This was a period of rapid change, with 

population growth, war, and demobilised soldiers and sailors on the road, often stealing to 

survive. Felons or prosecution society or sometimes society for the prosecution of felons in 

England, refers to a mostly Georgian and Victorian tradition, of establishing societies and clubs 

often in rural or small-town settings, to prevent or prosecute criminals or felons. These societies 

were created as a form of mutual protection against crime and to assist in the capture and 

prosecution of criminals. Members, usually owners of property with something to lose, 

 
1 Surrey JBB minute book 
2 Prosecution Associations in Industrial Revolution England: Private Providers of Public Goods? Mark Koyama, 

Department of Economics and Related Studies, University of York . Internet undated. 
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contributed to a common fund, used to offer rewards for information leading to the capture of 

criminals or to cover the costs of prosecuting offenders. They were not vigilantes. Did not 

necessarily get involved, cooperating with and supplementing the existing legal infrastructure, 

able to offer financial support to enable a prosecution. To benefit residents had to be a paid-up 

member of the society, although given there were probably thousands of societies spread over 

100 years there would have been local variations to the rules of membership. The need for such 

societies diminished with the professionalisation of policing and the establishment of more 

formal legal systems in the UK. By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, many felons' societies 

had either disbanded or transformed into purely social clubs without their original law 

enforcement role. 3 

 

In England there could have been as many as 4,000  societies between 1750 and 1850 with 

most associations flourishing between 1800 and 1840. They began to decline once local 

authorities raised their own police forces. Prosecution associations typically met once a year 

for a general meeting involving all members of the society although smaller meetings of the 

committee were no doubt held. The meetings were occasions for sorting out the finances of the 

association, ensuring subscriptions were up-to-date, and for paying out rewards to informers 

and expenses to those members who had pursed a prosecution. Meetings were important 

because prosecution associations relied on cooperation between members. Information had to 

be rapidly disseminated.4 

 

The societies held meetings accompanied by a dinner, which reinforced community ties and 

provided a forum for discussing local issues, including crime. The Beare Green, Surrey 

association had a diverse membership from the Duke of Norfolk to local publicans. (The Duke 

did not attend but his local agent did). Although informal with no statutory authority, felons' 

societies worked closely with and supported, local parish constables and magistrates.  Their 

relationship with the Surrey Constabulary after 1851 is not understood. The local 

superintendent is never mentioned as a guest though he is unlikely to have been a member. 

Before 1851 members of the associations and the local magistrates who were responsible for 

policing through the parish constables, some were of the same class and background and would 

comfortably work together to maintain the peace.  

 

A professional police force was introduced in London in 1829 and into the rest of the country 

from 1839 onwards. From 1856, every county and borough had to maintain their own police 

from local taxation. The police gradually took on the role of prosecuting criminal cases. 

Consequently, institutions like prosecution associations more or less disappeared by the 

beginning of the twentieth century.5 

 
3 In 1987 Robert Bartlett attended a Felons’ Society dinner at Wellingborough, Northamptonshire. In 2024 a 

dinner was held in Rowell, Kettering by the local Felon’s Association established 1818 with representatives 

from Cranford, Higham Ferrers, Weekley Warkton, Kettering and Wellingborough Felons Associations present.  
4 Prosecution Associations in Industrial Revolution England: Private Providers of Public Goods? Mark Koyama, 

Department of Economics and Related Studies, University of York . Internet undated 
5 Prosecution Associations in Industrial Revolution England: Private Providers of Public Goods? Mark Koyama, 

Department of Economics and Related Studies, University of York . Internet undated 
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By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, many felons' societies had either disbanded or 

transformed into purely social clubs without their original law enforcement role.6  

Police constables were prohibited from accepting rewards but there were applications more 

likely a mechanism for such monies to be treceived by the force and deposited in the 

superannuation fund. 

 

Overall, a felon’s society in the UK was a community-based organization aimed at crime 

prevention and local justice, reflecting the needs and conditions of the time. Societies were 

established in many areas of Surrey with each society covering a large area encapsulating a 

number of villages or small towns. It is not known how many societies there were in the rural 

parts of Surrey, how long they lasted or the type of incidents they became involved in. 

 

Surrey Societies for the Prosecution of Felons 

 

Surrey, being a county with both large rural areas, small towns and London suburbs close by 

would have had a significant need for prosecution societies. The mix of agricultural land and 

growing towns would have presented various law enforcement challenges, making the work of 

societies for the prosecution of felons particularly important. These societies played a crucial 

role in preventing crime and maintaining law and order in their communities before the advent 

of modern policing and publicly funded prosecution. 

 

The primary purpose of these societies was to pool resources to cover the costs associated with 

prosecuting criminals. At the time, victims or their families were often responsible for initiating 

prosecutions, which could be costly and complex. These societies helped alleviate that burden 

by providing financial and logistical support. 

 

Members of the society would pay to become a member, with regular subscriptions and pay 

their annual subscription if wishing to withdraw. This was the fund that enabled legal action 

against criminals. The societies were particularly concerned with crimes like theft, burglary, 

and poaching, which were not uncommon in rural areas. 

 

By ensuring that criminals, many being local and for what today would be seen as minimal i.e. 

four eggs, were prosecuted, these societies helped to deter crime within the community. The 

knowledge that there was an organized group ready to pursue legal action against offenders 

must have acted as a deterrent to would-be criminals. It was a way for communities to 

collectively take responsibility for their safety and security. Membership composed of local 

landowners, merchants, publicans, solicitors and other influential community members who 

had a vested interest in maintaining law and order. 

 

 
6 In 1987 Robert Bartlett attended a Felons’ Society dinner at Wellingborough, Northamptonshire. In 2024 a 

dinner was held in Rowell, Kettering by the local Felon’s Association established 1818 with representatives 

from Cranford, Higham Ferrers, Weekley Warkton, Kettering and Wellingborough Felons Associations present.  
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The society offered monetary rewards for information leading to the capture and conviction of 

criminals. This was a long standing, common practice locally or through the Home Office to 

encourage the reporting of crimes and led to the apprehension of suspects. 

 

As law enforcement became more structured and formalized with the establishment of police 

forces the need for local prosecuting societies diminished. 

 

Societies held public meetings and kept records of their activities. These records often include 

details about the crimes they helped prosecute, the outcomes of those cases, and the financial 

contributions made by members as individuals or as a society. However, as the societies were 

informal, not a part of government or the courts, their records have only sporadically survived 

and then incomplete. However, given what there is nationally and from chance survivals across 

the county it is possible to tell the story accurately of the establishment and operation of the 

societies. The greatest source of detailed information is the newspaper archives.  

 

A number of prosecuting societies have been identified operating in the county but without 

doubt there are many more. It does appear that there has been limited work undertaken by 

historians on these societies in rural Surrey. Below give some idea what has recently been 

recovered from the history of the county mostly through newspaper records. Local knowledge 

of further societies would be welcome by the authors of this piece. 

 

There is no full record readily available of all the societies in the rural part of Surrey. (There 

was one at Clapham and maybe more in the urban north of the county.) Records have survived 

at the Surrey History Centre from Godalming  Society for prosecuting felons from 1796 to 

1844.7 More work needs to be undertaken as Godalming Museum can find no trace within their 

archives of the society. 

 

Beare Green to the south of Dorking, Prosecution Society was active on into the 20th century 

but by then as an annual dining club struggling with countering the motorist and long-term 

gypsy problem. Significant detail of this society has been uncovered mostly from newspapers 

and articles in local history journals and is set out below. The area of operation for Beare Green 

was from Horsham, Charlwood in the south. Shere in the west and Dorking in the north.8 The 

active Newdigate Local History Society journal contains a number of articles on the Beare 

Green Society. 

 

Formation of Associations 

 

It is not known how many societies existed or what their area of operation was, but it does 

appear that a great deal of the county of Surrey was covered including some in what was later 

the Metropolitan Police District. The first reference for Surrey traced to date was in June 1779 

 
7 Surrey History Centre have proceedings register for Godalming  Society for prosecuting felons from 1796 to 

1844 (ref 2253), 
8 Dorking museum includes a photocopy of a poster-  references are R55, R409 and SC.R/15ctd 
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a group of people met at the Duke’s Head in Beare Green to the south of Dorking and 

established a “Society for the Prosecution of Thieves.” Later it was also known as the Beare 

Green Prosecuting Society and was to continue meeting until 1916 when war brought it to an 

end. 

 

Other societies have been found and below are several cases found in contemporary 

newspapers. 

 

Identified from Newspaper Cuttings, Surrey Societies 

 

1808 February 1 there was founded the Stoke Prosecuting Society. (This Stoke now a part of 

Guildford). 

 

1832 Edenbridge Society that included Lingfield and possibly covered the Kent border area. 

 

1836 November 19 Chertsey Union for Prosecuting Felons – cases traced to  Chobham, 

Chertsey, Pyrford, Byfleet, Egham. 

                                                                       

1839 December 7. Guildford Prosecuting Association. At a meeting held in the Council 

Chamber, the regulations of this society were confirmed. 

 

1840 Lingfield Prosecuting Society, Lingfield, Dormansland, Godstone 

 

1843 November 28.  Hundred of Blackheath Prosecuting Society9 included Albury to Shalford 

and most likely ancillary villages and hamlets. 

 

1844 April 16.  The annual feast for the "Woking Association for the prosecution of felons." 

Woking, Mayford. 

 

1844 April 30. Ripley. Ripley Association for Prosecuting Felons. 

 

1844 December 24. Godalming Association for Prosecuting Felons. Godalming Prosecution 

Society.10 

 

1845 December 2. Stoke Prosecuting Society, Guildford, Bramley   

 

1847 November 20.  Worplesdon Association for the Prosecution of Felon 

 

1903 June 12.    Capel Society for the Prosecution of Thieves. 11 

 
9 Surrey History Centre notice formation of Blackheath Prosecuting Society-  ref G85/2/4/1/166 
10 Godalming Museum Local Studies Library made an extensive search of the archives but sadly have drawn a 

blank. Indexes of printed volumes of the Surrey Archaeological Society and Godalming Museum Newsletters 

have also proved fruitless. Email to Jenny Tuffs September 2024. 
11 Probably a part of Beare Green Society 
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1903 October 10.  Death of Mr. Robert Lee, chairman of the Holmwood Prosecuting Society 

whose origin dates back over a century.12 

 

1909 June 26. A quaint piece of oak carving said to bear date some 200 years ago from  

Leatherhead Association for the Prosecution of Felons. 13 

 

1915 a meeting was held at the office of Mr Crow when it was decided that no dinner would 

be held that year because of the war and in 1916 the meetings ceased forever. Beare Green, 

‘The Society for Prosecuting Thieves’ 

 

 
Derbyshire: Formed in 1812 by local residents of Stoney Middleton and Eyam and had 

something of the character of a very early Neighbourhood Watch scheme. 

 

Press reports of the Societies 

 

1779 June The Beare Green Prosecution Society was founded in June 1779. Its activities 

covered a wide area From Dorking in the north to Horsham, Sussex in the south and from Shere 

in the west to Charlwood in the east. 

 

1808 February 1: Guildford Institute Library web site. 14 On February 1st, 1808, there was 

founded the Stoke Prosecuting Society. “The entrance money and subscriptions vary 

according to the stock in hand and expenses. Rewards: £10 against murder, burglary, maiming 

cattle, highway robbery, or arson. £5 against stealing hay, hop poles, fish, fowl, iron, lead, etc., 

 
12 Next village to Beare Greene which is most likely the Society 
13 1709. Is this Beare Green? 
14 Guildford Institute Library & Archives Collection: Scrapbook Collection Album: A - Guildford Photographs 

Page(s): 13 Subject(s): Stoke Prosecuting Society Notes (including keywords): Catalogue entry created from 

2008 index 
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shoplifting, and receiving stolen goods. £1 1s. against stealing wood, coal, vegetables, fruit, 

injury to trees, underwoods, fences, etc.” Obviously, the society existed to " secure the 

apprehension of murderers, burglars, thieves, maimers, receivers, and other offenders,” and 

to prosecute them. In the society's first year four persons were prosecuted, but only one was 

convicted. 

 

1832 November 27: Maidstone Journal. From a correspondent.  I am sorry to announce to you 

that the demon like spirit of incendiarism has again shewn itself in the neighbourhood.  A 

large barn full of oats and pease, the property of Mr. James Shoarman of Haxted farm in the 

parish off Lingfield (and within half a mile of the late dreadful fire at Wintersell) was set on 

fire this morning about 1 o’clock and the whole consumed.  Property to a very considerable 

amount must have fallen a sacrifice to the devouring element. Mr. Shoarman, whose character 

is exemplary assisted by the Edenbridge prosecuting society, of which he is a member intends 

offering a reward of 400 guineas.15 

 

1833 August  14 Stoke Prosecuting Society. Morning Post. Horse Stealing. Twenty Pounds 

Reward. Whereas, sometime last night or early this morning, 12th instant, there was lost from 

afield at Shagden farm, about two miles from Guildford and adjoining the turnpike road leading 

from Guildford to Ripley a dark bay riding blood mare pony, which has had a foal, is about 

14hands high, seven years old, with four black legs, and swish tail, blind with the off eye and 

a scar on the off shoulder where a wound has been sewn up, the property of Mr. James 

Brickwood, and which is supposed to have been stolen. Notice is hereby given that any person 

or persons giving information to the said James Brickwood, so that the person or persons who 

stole the said mare may be convicted thereof shall on his or their conviction receive a reward 

of ten pounds from the said James Brickwood over and above the sum of ten pounds which he 

or they will be entitled to receive from the treasurer of the’ Stoke Society for prosecuting 

Felons’  George S Smallpiece, Clerk to the said Society – Guildford Aug 12 1833.   

 

1836 November 19.  Windsor and Eton Express. On Saturday week last a quantity of rye 

straw was stolen from the rick yard of Mr William Howard, Grant’s Farm, Chobham. A reward 

of five pounds has been offered by the Chertsey Union for Prosecuting Felons. (a new society 

just established) on conviction of the offender or offenders. 

 

1836 December 31.  Windsor and Eton Express. Chertsey  Sheep stealing. Last Tuesday night 

a lamb was stolen from the field of Martin Mangles, Esq, St Anne’s Villa, the skin was found 

in a haystack adjoining. The Chertsey Union Society for the prosecution of felons has offered 

a reward of £10 on conviction of the offender or offenders. 

 

1837 April 15. Windsor and Eton Express. Sheep stealing.  On Monday night last a fat lamb, 

the property of the Rev Richard Haggitt was stolen from a field at Pyrford, a reward of ten 

pounds has been offered by the Chertsey Union Society for the apprehension and conviction 

of the offender. 

 
15 Time of Captain Swing agricultural disturbances 
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1838 March 3. Windsor and Eton Express. Sheep stealing.  On the night of Saturday last, a 

ewe lamb was stolen from a field at Byfleet in the occupation of Rev R Haggitt. This is the 

second time this winter Mr Haggitt being robbed. A reward of ten pounds has been offered by 

Chertsey Union Society. 

                                                                     

1839 December 7   Dover Telegraph.  Guildford Prosecuting Association. At a meeting held 

in the Council Chamber on Tuesday last , the regulations of this society were confirmed and 

officers and an acting committee appointed. It is remarkable that a town of the opulence and 

increasing size and population of Guildford should have been until now without its association 

for the prosecution of felons. An excellent institution has indeed long existed in the 

adjoining parish of Stoke, but as it extends its protection to agricultural property over a  wide 

tract of country, townsmen, who have no such exposed property are consequently at a greater 

expense than necessary. A 5s annual subscription is expected to be sufficient for the purpose 

of the borough prosecutions and to create a fund for rewards when required. 

 

1840 January 20.  Sussex Advertiser. Ten Pounds Reward. In the evening of Friday January 

17th, 1840, a young man about the age of 22 years, about 5 feet 9 inches high, a fair blooming 

complexion. Light brown hair, no whiskers, very brisk eye and round face, dressed in a dark 

frock jacket, dark rolled collar waistcoat with three rows of pearl buttons, dark cloth trousers, 

white ribbed worsted stockings, highlow shoes nailed, round black hat and a dark handkerchief 

round his neck came to the Star Inn, Lingfield, Surrey to procure lodgings for the night, early  

next  morning he absconded with two double barrel guns loaded, one made  by Manton, left 

raised on the stock for the cheek to rest on, formerly padded, the other made by Weston, both 

percussion locks done in the country, also a pair of leather boot legs and a basket of game 

containing one hare, one cock pheasant and a snipe directed to Mrs. Phillips, Wimbledon, 

Surrey. Whoever will give information of the offender shall on conviction receive a reward of 

five pounds from the Lingfield Prosecuting Society and five pounds from Charles Head of 

the Star Inn whom the property belonged. 

 

1840 March 21. Kentish Mercury. Chertsey. Sheep Stealing. The Chertsey Society for the 

Prosecution of Felons has offered a reward of £10 for the apprehension of the person or 

persons who stole a few nights since, a fat wether sheep from the farm of Messrs. Thomas and 

George La Coste, called Trumps Farm in the parish of Egham. The skin and head were found 

in the field.  

 

1842 October 8. Dover Telegraph. Chertsey Union Association for prosecuting Felons. 

Twenty Guineas Reward. Whereas some person or persons did on the 27th inst feloniously steal 

from Chertsey Mead in the parish of Chertsey in the county of Surrey a black gelding nearly 

thoroughbred, the property of Mr. John Joseph Lacey. The black gelding stands about 15 hands 

3 inches high, 8 years, black mixed with a few grey hairs, white star on forehead, burnt marks 

in both fore hoofs  “I .L “ , a cut in the off hindleg fetlock and a switch tail. A reward of twenty 

guineas is hereby offered to any person or persons who will give such information as shall lead 
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to the conviction of the offender or offenders to be paid on conviction by the said John J Lacey.     

Signed W. J. Lovett Sec to the Association Chertsey Sept 28, 1842. 

 

1843 November 28 Sussex Advertiser. Blackheath Society: Wonersh. Sheep Stealing.  Two 

fat wether sheep were stolen on the night of the 20th or early in the morning of the 21st inst from 

a field on Haldish Farm Wonersh in the occupation of Mr Thomas Cotterell, whose property 

they were. The skins were found in an adjoining field and a reward of seven guineas is offered 

on the apprehension and conviction of the offender or offenders, five of which are from the 

Hundred of Blackheath Prosecuting Society and two guineas by Mr. Thomas Cotterell. 

 

1844 April 16 Sussex Advertiser.  The annual feast for the "Woking Association for the 

prosecution of felons" was held on Tuesday, the 9th inst., at The Bird in Hand, Mayford when 

the landlord , Mr G Stevens provided an excellent dinner and the evening passed off with the 

greatest hilarity. 

 

1844 April 30 Sussex Advertiser Ripley. Sheep stealing on Saturday night, 20th inst., some 

evil disposed person or persons entered a field on Homewood Farm, in the occupation of Mr 

Whitburn and killed and carried away the carcase of a fat ewe sheep. A reward of fifteen pounds 

is offered on the conviction of the offenders, ten by the prosecuting association and five by 

Mr Whitburn. (It does not say which association but see 1844 November 5.) 

 

1844 November 5.  Sussex Advertiser. On Tuesday last some person or persons entered the 

premises of Mr. F Whitburn of Homewoood Farm, Ripley and stole therefrom thirteen 

turkeys.  A reward of £5 has been offered to whoever will give such information as may lead 

to the conviction of the offender or offenders by Mr Whitburn and a similar reward of £5 is 

promised by the Ripley Association for Prosecuting Felons. 

 

1844 December 24: Sussex Advertiser. Godalming Burglary. A dwelling house known as 

Heath Hall in the parish of Thursley, late the residence of H Y Knowles, was broken into the 

night of 15th inst., and the following articles, amongst others of less value, stolen namely:  two 

coppers, a copper bowl, nine bells, a brass fender and single gun. The house was unattended 

and appears to have been entered through a window leading into a passage, from which access 

was had to other parts of the premises and it would appear the thieves knew something of the 

house, for had  they effected  an entrance by any other of the windows into the rooms, they 

would have had to force the doors, as the whole were locked. A reward of £5 was immediately 

offered by the Godalming   Association for prosecuting felons and a like sum by Mr Knowles 

to any person giving information as would lead to the apprehension and conviction of the 

offenders. A man was taken into custody the following day in Farnham in whose possession 

the stolen gun was found. He appeared to be a stranger in the neighbourhood and alleged he 

purchased the gun that morning of some persons encamped on a neighbouring heath. On 

Tuesday he was committed for trial at the next Newington Sessions. 

 

1844 December 24 Sussex Advertiser. Wholesale Sheep Stealing. On Friday night last or 

early on the morning of Saturday, some daring thieves entered a field of Britstile farm near this 
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place and succeeded in stealing  twenty- two ewe sheep and one ram, selecting the best from 

a large flock, the property of Mr James Howard. A reward of five guineas has been offered for 

the detection or conviction of the thieves by the Woking and Mayford Association for 

prosecuting felons.  A robbery of sheep to such an extent, as may well be supposed has excited 

a great sensation in the neighbourhood. We have not heard that any trace of the missing 

property has  been discovered but it is to be hoped that such a daring violation of the rights of 

property will not escape its due punishment. 

 

1845 February 25 Sussex Advertiser Stoke Prosecuting Society. Accident. On Tuesday last 

a servant at the White Horse Inn, Guildford proceeded into one of the bedrooms to close the 

window curtains and by accident set fire to some part of them without observing it and left the 

room. Shortly afterwards the alarm was given by some person who saw the flames from the 

outside of the house and luckily in time to prevent the damage extending beyond the curtains 

and window.  The members of the Stoke Prosecuting Society were at the time dining in the 

house and several of them lent their aid to extinguish the flames. 

 

1845 April 22. Sussex Advertiser. Prosecuting Society.  The members of the prosecuting 

society for the hundred of Godalming dined together on the evening of Friday last at the 

Angel Inn. The Mayor, W E Holland Esq presided. The dinner provided by the worthy host 

gave great satisfaction and the company enjoyed themselves util a late hour.  

 

1845 June 3 Sussex Advertiser Blackheath Society. Shere  Sheep Stealing. On Monday night, 

two fat sheep were stolen from a field near Burrow’s Cross in the parish of Shere, the property 

of Rowland Goldhawk Esq. A reward of fifteen pounds has since been offered for such 

information as shall  lead to the apprehension and conviction of the thieves, five pounds of 

which will be paid by the Blackheath Prosecuting Society and the remaining ten  by Mr 

Goldhawk. It is hoped that the thieves will be detected and brought to justice, as this 

neighbourhood has been infested for some considerable time by depredators of this kind. 

 

1845 June 3 Sussex Advertiser. Godalming Prosecution Society. Godalming. Sheep Stealing 

A wether sheep was stolen from a field at Tiltham’s near Godalming on the night of Tuesday 

last. The Sheep was the property of the Messrs Ellis who have offered jointly with the 

Godalming Prosecuting Society the sum of ten pounds to any person who may give such 

information as shall lead to the conviction of the offender. 

 

1845 June 17 Sussex Advertiser Bisley Sheep Stealing. A sheep was stolen from a field in 

this parish on Thursday night. Mr John Loneland, the owner has offered a reward for the 

apprehension of the thief and the Knaphill  Association for the prosecution of felons has 

offered a further sum for the same purpose. The sheep had been recently shorn and was marked 

across the back with ruddle. 
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1845 June 24: South Eastern Gazette. Lingfield. Burglary. On Friday night last week some 

person broke open two warehouses belonging to Mr. Dives of Dounan’s16 Land and stole 

thereout a large quantity of goods. Mr. Dives has offered a reward of £5 over and above that 

of the society for prosecuting thieves, for the apprehension and conviction of the offender or 

offenders. 

 

1845 December 2 South Eastern Gazette. Stoke Prosecuting Society Guildford. Sheep 

Stealing. In the night of 19th ult, a ewe was stolen from Tything Farm near the town belonging 

to Mr. T Baker. The entrails of the sheep were left in the field but not the skin. Mr. Baker has 

offered conjointly with the Stoke Prosecuting Society £30 reward for the discovery of the 

offenders.  

 

(1845) 1965 March 6 Surrey Advertiser Blackheath Society How they beat the crime wave 

in 1845. A rare poster printed in 1845 for a local prosecution society has been acquired by 

Guildford Museum. The poster was printed for “The Hundred of Blackheath Society for 

Prosecuting Felons.” It lists all the society’s members and states that one to five guineas will 

be paid to anyone who gives information leading to the conviction of felons. Groups of 

landowners formed the prosecution societies because prosecting felons was usually expensive 

and too much for the average person to afford. They had posters printed and all contributed to 

the cost of keeping crime down. Such societies started in the 18th Century. 

 

1847 November 20 Kentish Mercury. On Saturday night or early Sunday morning the house 

of Mr H Baker was entered by some person taking out a pane of glass and opening a window 

and stealing a blue Pilot coat, black velveteen shooting jacket and brown gingham umbrella. A 

reward of 15 guineas has been offered on the apprehension and conviction of the party or parties 

who committed the offence, 5gs by Mr Baker and 10gs by the Worplesdon Association for 

the Prosecution of Felons. 

 

1848 January 18 South Eastern Gazette  Stoke Prosecution Society. Bramley. Burglary, the 

malthouse of Mr T Bowyer was broken into ion Thursday night the 7th inst and a sack of malt 

carried off. Mr Bowyer has offered a reward of £10 in addition to £5 offered by the Stoke 

Prosecution Society for the discovery of the offenders. 

 

1850 March 30.  Hampshire Chronicle. Two wether sheep were stolen last Saturday night 

from a field on South Land Farm, the skin and entrails being left in the field, the property of 

Lord Cottenham, a reward of 5 guineas is offered by the Godstone Prosecuting Society and a 

further reward of 25guineas by his lordship for the discovery of the thief. 

 

1856 January 5.  West Surrey Times. Blackheath Prosecution Society Shalford. During the 

night of Thursday, the 27th ultimo a quantity of cabbage and turnips were plundered from a 

field in the occupation of Mr William Chalcraft. The Blackheath Prosecution Society have 

 
16 Probably Dormansland 
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offered a reward of one guinea for such information as shall lead to the conviction of the 

offenders. The police are in active pursuit. 

 

1857 June 13.  Sussex Express. Capel.  Beare Green Prosecuting Society. The fifty-eighth  

anniversary meeting of this excellent society was held on Friday, 5th inst., at the Duke’s Head 

Inn.  A large number of members attended and sat down to a first-rate dinner served up in good 

style by the respected host and Hostess, Mr.  and Mrs. Wood. The worthy treasurer Mr. James 

King of Clockhouse (Capel) took the chair, the vice chair being filled by the indefatigable 

secretary, Mr. John Chart who congratulated the members on having but one case of 

prosecution during the past year, for which two persons claimed the reward. The decision rested 

with the members, who, after hearing the facts agreed it should be given to Mr. Grinstead, 

miller of Horsham who gave the information on which Superintendent Green, who actually 

apprehended the prisoner acted. The secretary announced the funds were in a prosperous state 

and no further subscriptions needed. Songs were given by Mr. Evershed, Mr. R Tidy (in his 

usual diverting manner) etc. J D Downes Esq proposed “The health of the worthy chairman” 

in eulogistic terms which was drunk with cheers. The chairman said he felt himself unworthy 

of the compliment paid him, they were more indebted   to the secretary who for many years 

had the principal care of the society’s well-being. He proposed the health of “The worthy 

secretary Mr. Chart” who in a neat speech returned thanks. On the whole a more social, 

convivial meeting never assembled within the walls of the Duke’s Head Inn. 

 

1858 November 23. Sussex Advertiser Blackheath Society. Shalford. A Cowardly Act. On 

Sunday evening last, about 6 o’clock some mischievous persons threw two stones into the 

front window of Clifford House on Shalford Common, in the occupation of Mrs. Gilbert 

Money, the wife of an officer now serving in the army in India. Fortunately, none of the inmates 

were injured although of course (as they consist principally of ladies) they were very much 

alarmed. Two   large panes of glass were broken by the stones. The Blackheath Prosecuting 

Society, of which H Marshall Esq of Godalming is solicitor have publicly offered a reward of 

£5 for such evidence as may lead to the conviction of the perpetrators of this dastardly and 

wanton act and it is earnestly hoped the offenders will soon receive the punishment which their 

gross and unmanly conduct so richly deserves. 

 

1859 November 12. Sussex Express. Beare Green. We find we were misinformed in some 

particulars respecting a mare stolen from the stables here on 1st inst. The running wound was 

under the jaw from a kick received about a year ago. The mare is  a light bay, rising 6 years 

old,15 hands high, one white foot behind and a small star on the forehead. £10 reward has been 

offered by the Prosecuting Society to anyone that shall be the means of recovering the animal 

and that sum will be paid by Mr. W Wood of the Duke’s Head Bear Green or Superintendent 

Page, Dorking. 

 

1869 June 19 South Eastern Gazette Beare Green Prosecution Society.  Dorking. The annual 

meeting of the Beare Green Society for the prosecution of thieves was held at the Duke’s Head 

Inn Beare Green on the 4th inst., when upwards of 20 old members were present and nine new 

members were admitted. The payments ordered to be made were as follows: Mr. Rowe, printing 
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£1 14s, Mr. Turner expenses incurred in prosecuting a prisoner for stealing fowls £1, reward 

to H Sayers for information leading to the detection of a thief £2, Mr. J Charman expenses 

incurred in prosecuting a prisoner for stealing chips £1, Mr. J W Paul expenses in prosecuting 

a prisoner for stealing a horse £3 10s, reward to Mr. Davey for information leading to the 

detection of a thief £10; making a total of £19 4s. After the transaction of business the members 

sat down to an excellent dinner presided over by J D Down  Esq, treasurer to the society and a 

very pleasant afternoon was spent, the usual loyal and appropriate toasts being duly given and 

honoured. The society has  now been in existence several years during which time it has proved 

of much utility and benefit to the neighbourhood. Any person  residing within ten miles of the 

locality from which it takes its name can be admitted a member after having been regularly 

proposed and seconded upon payment of 10s entrance fee and its rules and regulations are such 

as to commend it to the attention and support of all persons within the radius affected by its 

operations.  

 

1871 June 10.  West Surrey Times.  Beare Green Prosecuting Society. The above useful 

society held its annual meeting at The Duke’s Head Inn, Beare Green on Friday 2nd inst., 

where there were 40 members present. In the absence of their respected treasurer, Mr.  J D 

Down,  Mr. Paul of Sherwood Farm took the chair. A claim was made by Mr. Charles Smith 

for expenses incurred in tracing and recovering a horse stolen from his farm in August last and 

the sum of £5 10s was granted. One new member was duly proposed and accepted by the 

society after which the company sat down to a substantial repast prepared by host Hayler in his 

usual good style. The usual loyal toasts were given with success to the Beare Green Prosecuting 

Society and an agreeable afternoon was spent. 

 

1884 August 13: Huddersfield Chronicle Beare Green Prosecution Society 
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1886 June 12. Surrey Mirror. Beare Green Prosecution Society, Dorking. Society for 

Prosecuting Thieves. The annual meeting and dinner of this ancient society ,which was 

established nearly a century ago, took place on Friday last at the Duke’s Head, Beare Green 

when as usual Mr Mark King, the  treasurer occupied the chair, Mr William Chart, the secretary, 

the vice chair; there also being present Messrs Ware, F Botting, W Lawrence, Caleb Hayler, 

George Hayler, John Wood, Mark Rose, Benjamin Rose, H B Turner, Lipscomb, S Pledge, 

Mark Chart and George Gardiner. A capital dinner was provided and served by host Fowler to 

which due justice was done. The chairman in remarking upon the affairs of the society 

mentioned that there was £24 16s 6d at the bank, constituting the present funds of the society 

and that as he was not aware of any robberies having been committed upon any of the members 

during the year this sum would not be encroached upon. He proposed one new member in the 

person of Mr John Fowler, their worthy host that day, and the proposition having been seconded 

Mr Fowler was duly enrolled by the secretary. A very enjoyable afternoon was spent under the 

genial sway of the chairman and in addition to the usual loyal toasts the healths of the chairman 

and vice chairman were respectively proposed and heartily received to; as was also the health 

of Mr I D Down, the esteemed solicitor and late treasurer to the society, and on whose behalf 

his representative Mr George Gardner responded. The proceedings were enlivened by some 

capital songs contributed by the chairman, vice chairman, Mr Mark Chart and others.  

 

1888 June 9 Surrey Mirror Beare Green Prosecution Society: Beare Green. Society for 

Prosecuting Thieves. This old established society still continues to flourish and its 109th 

anniversary was celebrated on Friday; it having been formed in 1779. The members assembled 

at the Duke’s Head and sat down to a capitally served repast provided by host Fowler. The 

treasurer ( Mr Mark King) presided and the vice chair was  occupied by the hon sec Mr Chart. 

Among those present were Messrs J Wood, Sanders, W Paine, Jennings, Lawrence, Hayler, 

Pledge, Lipscomb, G Gardner representing Mr J D Down, the solicitor to the society; Ware etc. 
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The loyal and patriotic toasts having   been honoured  two members were elected, Mr Wilcox, 

Westcott Mill and Mr Paine, Castle Mill.17 The chairman announced that owing to advancing 

years and ill health he intended to resign the office of treasurer and proposed that Mr Ware be 

elected in his place. The members having without avail endeavoured to persuade Mr King to 

withdraw the resignation, accepted it with regret and elected Mr Ware unanimously.  A cordial 

vote of thanks was passed to the chairman for his past services and also for attending there to 

preside on that occasion. A vote of thanks was also passed to the secretary. The remainder of 

the evening was enjoyably spent, song and toast going merrily round.  

 

1888  June 16 West Surrey Times Beare Green Prosecution Society. From Dorking. During 

the past week I have been asked about the Beare Green ‘Society’ for Prosecuting Thieves. As 

some of my friends don’t understand why it was started and what its objects are, let me ‘lighten 

their darkness’. Before the days of ‘peelers’ and ‘bobbies’ the country districts were almost at 

the mercy of rogues and vagabonds. To protect themselves the farmers formed societies for the 

purpose of prosecuting these offenders. In this way they did much good. Luckily those ‘good 

old days’ are in the buried past. Supt Lambert and his men now look after the villages almost 

as well as the towns. The Society has therefore pleasantly exchanged its judicial aspect for 

the social. 

 

1889 June 18: Epsom Journal. Beare Green Prosecution Society.   Dorking Prosecution 

Society. The annual dinner of this old established society which has now been in existence for 

over a century was held at the Duke’s Head Beare Green on Friday evening last. Not 

withstanding the inclement weather there was as good an attendance as usual, showing that the 

interest in the society has not decreased in its advanced age. Mr Ware presided and there were 

also present Messrs M King, R Lee, M Rose, S Pledge, W Sanders, Brose, Dickenson 

(representing the Duke of Norfolk), Hayler, Lawrence, Jennings, Barker, J Wood, C J 

Lipscombe, H E Turner, Geo Gardiner (representing Mr J D Down solicitor, the late chairman 

and treasurer) and W Chart (secretary). Ample justice having been done to the capital dinner 

provided by host Fowler, the usual loyal toasts were given from the chair. It was announced 

that there were no rewards to pay for the past year and that the sum of money standing to the 

credit of the society at the bank need not be encroached upon. On the proposition of Mr Wade, 

Mr Robert Lee was appointed chairman for the ensuing year. The secretary, Mr Chart, tendered 

his resignation owing to the fact that he now resided away from the neighbourhood - the 

members declined to accept Mr Chart’s resignation and they subsequently induced him to retain 

the office. 

 

1891 May 30: Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser Beare Green Prosecuting Society. The 

annual meeting and dinner of this very ancient society, the Beare Green Prosecuting Society, 

formed some 102 years ago for the prosecution of thieves took place on Friday last at the 

Duke’s Head Beare Green there being an unusually large attendance of members. Mr Robert 

Lee, the president of the society was in the chair and there were also present Mr Harry Lee 

Steere, Mr Sanders, Mr Mark Rose, Mr Botting, Mr Edwards, Mr King, Mr Hayler, Mr 

 
17 Dorking - Pixham 
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Lawrence, Mr Lipscomb, Mr G Gardiner (representing Messrs Down, Scott and Down, 

solicitors to the society), Mr William Chart, secretary and others. A capital dinner was served 

by host Fowler and this having been discussed the little business pertaining to the society was 

transacted. A sum of £2 2s was voted in respect of a claim by a member after which toasts and 

songs were the order of the proceedings, which were of a most enjoyable and pleasant 

character, culminating in the  healths of the chairman, Mr Steere and the secretary being 

proposed and heartily received. 

 

1892 May 28 Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser. Beare Green. The Beare Green 

Prosecution Society, an old established local institution celebrated its anniversary on 20th inst., 

by holding a public dinner 

 

1892 May 28 Surrey Mirror  Beare Green Prosecuting Society. The meeting and dinner of 

this society, which was formed about  103 years ago for the object of providing funds for 

prosecuting thieves took place at host Fowlers, the Duke’s Head, Beare Green on  Friday last, 

there being a large attendance. In the regrettable absence through illness of the chairman, Mr 

Robert Lee, Mr Harry Lee Steere was voted to the chair., Mr W Chart, sec, occupying the vice. 

A capital dinner having been done full justice to the loyal toasts were proposed from the chair 

and heartily received. In giving the toast of the society, the chairman reported that the accounts 

showed a reserve fund of £29 18s 11d and that there were no claims upon the society from any 

of the members, he supposed that the society did some good, ancient as it was in scaring 

wrongdoers, if there were any left, from committing depredations. Some discussion took place 

as to the interpretation of one of the rules and it was made clear that members wishing to resign 

must according to rule give notice to the secretary and pay the current year’s subscription . A 

capital evening was spent and a cordial vote of thanks was accorded to the chairman with 

musical honours. 

 

1892 May 30. West Middlesex Herald. Beare Green Prosecution Society. The Society for 

the Prosecution of Thieves. The 103rd anniversary of the Dorking Society for the prosecution 

of thieves was held at the Duke’s Head Inn, Beare Green on Friday last. There was a good 

attendance. At the annual dinner Mr Henry Lee Steere presided, in the unavoidable absence 

through illness of Mr Robert Lee. It was reported that there was a balance in hand of £29 18s 

11d. 

 

1895 May 23. Beare Green Prosecution Society Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser Beare 

Green – The Society for the Prosecution of Thieves held its annual meeting and dinner on 

Friday Last at the Duke’s Head, Mr Robert Lee occupied the chair. This is the 111th anniversary 

of the above society. 

 

1896 May 21 Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser. Beare Green Prosecution Society. 

Prosecution Supper. On Friday last a Prosecution supper- an annual event took place at Beare 

Green. 

 



 27 

1896 June 25. Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser. Beare Green Prosecution Society We 

have received a copy of the rules of the Society for the Prosecution of Thieves, a body 

established in 1779. The headquarters are at the Duke’s Inn, Beare Green, and the membership 

numbering at present 25, is limited to those residing within ten miles of Beare Green. Rewards 

are offered to persons giving information of any offender or offenders, accomplice or 

accomplices, murdering, robbing or defrauding any member of the Society of his property and 

refunding to members expenses incurred in prosecuting persons for robbery or fraud. 

 

1899  May 27: Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser Beare Green Prosecution Society – That 

ancient institution, the Society for Prosecuting Thieves whose origin dates back to June 1779, 

held its anniversary dinner at Beare Green on Friday. The objects of the society are peculiar 

and naturally do not appeal to us as they did our forefathers a century ago. The society offers 

rewards to anyone, excepting police constables, who shall give such information as shall lead 

to the conviction of persons committing any of the following offences or depredation on the 

person or property of any of the members. Wilfully murdering any member, the reward  offered 

being £20, breaking into or robbing his dwelling house £10,maliciously setting fire to any 

dwelling house, barn, outbuilding, stack or stacks of corn or hay or attempting  to rob on the 

highway £15, stealing any horse, mare or gelding £10, robbing any barn or outhouse or stealing 

or maiming any sheep, ox, cow or heifer £5, stealing any other property not herein before 

enumerated or shall wilfully, maliciously or wantonly do any injury to the person or property 

of any member of the society £2, receiving stolen goods knowing them to have been stolen £2. 

 

The Prosecution Society. The annual meeting of the members of the society for Prosecuting 

Thieves was held at the Duke’s Head Inn, Beare Green, this being the 120th anniversary. After 

the dinner which was much appreciated the usual loyal toasts were drunk with musical honours. 

The afternoon was pleasantly spent and some excellent songs were rendered by the members. 

The secretary Mr W Chart, who has filled the office for 30years was heartily congratulated as 

was also the treasurer, Mr Robert Lee. The members number 30 including the Duke of Norfolk, 

Mr Henry Lee Steere, Mr A F Perkins, Mr C S Mertimer, Mr W J Hodges, Messrs W Saunders, 

Mark Rose, Ben Rose, W Barker, J Horley, H Hackwood, J Purton, W Milton, Long, G  Scales, 

J Crow, E Barnett, W Turner and W Brown., Messrs Down, Scott and Down etc.  

 

1900 May 26. Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser. Beare Green Society for the Prosecution 

of Thieves. The 121st anniversary of this society was celebrated on Friday when a dinner was 

held at the Duke’s Head, Beare Green. Those present or represented included the Duke of 

Norfolk, Mr. H Lee Steere, Mr. A F Perkins, Mr. C   Mortimer, Mr. Robert Lee (chairman and 

treasurer), Mr. William Chart (secretary ),etc. Subsequently a merry time was spent in toast 

and song. 

 

1901 May 25: Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser: Beare Green Society for the 

Prosecution of Thieves. The annual meeting and dinner of this ancient society which was 

formed as far back as 1779 was held at the Duke’s Head Beare Green on Friday. The dinner 

was largely attended and  was well served by host Fowler. Mr. F L Crow presided during the 

first part of the proceedings, Mr. Mark Rose subsequently taking his place. Among others 
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present were Messrs. Willcox (representing the Duke of Norfolk18), B Rose, W Jay, Dartnell 

(representing Mr. Jos Pledge), E Turner, W James (representing Mr. G Scales), W Sanders, 

Short, W Milton, J Hawley, H Hackwood, W Brown, E Barnett, Doughton (representing Mr 

Perkins) , J Harkett, G Howard, J Chart, W Chart (secretary), W T J Broughton etc. It was 

reported that the society was in a prosperous state, there being upwards of £40 in hand. 

 

1902 May 24 Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser:  Beare Green -  The Prosecuting Society. 

The annual dinner of the Prosecuting Thieves Society which was formed in June 1779 was 

held at the Duke’s Head on Friday. Mr. Robert Lee, the chairman and treasurer presided and 

the large company present included Messrs.  H C Lee Stere  J.P., FL Crow, W Jay, W Sanders, 

W Barker, J Short, J Horley, W Purton, H Hackwood, W Borer, W Chart (secretary), W Brown, 

F Mays, W J Lipscombe, J Chart, J A Harkett, R Rose, M Rose, A E Turner, F Harris and S  

Smith. It was reported that the society had a balance at the bank of £44 2s 1d. Mr. W Chart 

resigned the position of secretary and Mr. Sanders, jun.  was appointed subject to his accepting 

the office. The subsequent proceedings were of an enjoyable character, toasts and songs 

alternating. The society offers rewards for information which will lead to the arrest of any 

person committing offences to or depredations against the property or member of the society 

including £20 in the case of the murder of a member.  

 

1903 May 23:  Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser -  Holmwood.19 The Prosecuting Society. 

The  annual meeting and dinner of the members of the ancient Society for the Prosecution of 

Thieves was held at the Duke’s Head, Beare Green on Friday afternoon. Mr. Robert Lee was 

in the chair and Mr. W Sanders occupied the vice chair. Others present included Messrs.  F L 

Crow, M Rose, B Rose, W Jay, J Fowler, W Barker, Wilcox (representing the Duke of 

Norfolk), J Chart, W Brown, E  Turner, S Smith (representing Mrs. Pledge), J Atkinson, A 

Etherton (representing Mrs. Milton), Brown (representing Messrs. Hart, Scales and Hodges),W 

C Lipscombe, J Horley, J Harkett and W J Sanders (secretary). A capital repast was served by 

host Fowler, at the conclusion of which the chairman gave the loyal toast which was 

enthusiastically received. A meeting for the transaction of the society’s business was 

subsequently held at which five new members were elected, namely, Sir A Hargreaves Brown 

M.P., Mr. J Atkinson, Mrs. Lovell, Mrs. Milton and Mr. Reid. The secretary read  letter from 

Mr. H C Lee Steere J.P.  intimating that he wished to resign membership owing  to his 

connection with the Bench. The chairman said they regretted very much losing Mr. Lee Steere 

as they always enjoyed his company at the meetings. After discussion it was decided that the 

secretary should write to Mr. Lee Steere asking him to reconsider his decision. Mr. Lee (the 

chairman) said he hoped the meeting would appoint another chairman, though he had no 

intention of severing his membership with the society. As no other nomination, however, was 

received Mr. Lee consented to stand for another year. The following were re-appointed to serve 

on the committee; Messrs. R Lee, W Barker, F L Crow, M Rose, W Sanders , B Rose, W Jay 

 
18 Duke of Norfolk’s steward represented His Grace. The Duke’s steward was only referred to by his surname 

because, of course, he was technically a servant, despite the fact that in reality he controlled more land than any 

of the local farmers, who nevertheless were prefixed “Mr”.  
19 Holmwood is next to Beare Green 
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and the secretary (Mr W J Sanders). It was stated that no claims were received during the past 

year. 

 

1903 June 12: West Surrey Times. Dorking Petty Sessions. William Weller NFA was charged 

with stealing four eggs valued at 4d the property of Benjamin Rose of Petersfield Farm, Capel 

on 3 June. Mr. G Scales prosecuted on behalf of the Capel Society for the Prosecution of 

Thieves. The prisoner had been employed on the farm for seven weeks and part of his duty 

was to collect eggs. One day eggs were missed and the police informed. PC Greenaway saw 

the prisoner coming from the farm, noticed his pockets were bulky and found four eggs who 

the prisoner acknowledged belonged to Mr. Rose and would be taken back in the morning. 

Superintendent Alexander charged the prisoner who pleaded guilty and in default of payment 

of 10s was committed to prison for seven days.  

 

1903 October 10:  Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser.  Death of Mr. Robert Lee, those 

engaged in the agricultural industry will hear with much regret of the death of Mr. Robert Lee, 

which occurred on Saturday last. Up until about twelve years ago Mr. Lee lived at Inholms 

Farm which he occupied for about twenty years, he then removed to Old Shoreham Farm and 

then to Sompting near Worthing. It will be remembered that during his tenancy of Inholms 

Farm Mr Lee had the misfortune to loose an eye in a shooting accident. He was a gentleman 

well versed in all that pertains to agriculture and was held in the highest esteem by all who 

knew him. Until a few weeks ago he was chairman of the Holmwood Prosecuting Society 

whose origin dates back over a century. 

 

1904 May 28.  Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser. Beare Green  Prosecution of Thieves 

AGM. 
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1905 May 27: Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser.   Beare Green. Thieves Prosecution 

Society- The annual meeting and dinner of the old established Society for Prosecuting 

Thieves, the inauguration of which dates back to 1779 were held at the Duke’s Head on Friday 

afternoon last week. The chair was taken by Mr. F L Crow and amongst those present were 

Messrs. W Jay, W Sandes, Rose, W W Atkinson, J Horley, Barker, Turner, Short, S M Brown 

(representing Messrs. Hart, Scales and Hodges Dorking), W J Sanders (secretary) and others. 

Following an excellent repast served by host and hostess Fowler the usual formal business was 

proceeded with. Messrs.  D G Dibble and Tyrell were elected members and the chairman 

remarked that the balance to the credit of the society was a little over £44. There had been no 

cases during the year for the society to deal with. The loyal toasts were subsequently honoured 

and the remainder of the afternoon  was spent in pleasant harmony, amongst those contributing 

songs being Messrs. SM Brown, Sanders, Smith and others 

 

1907 May 25: Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser. An Old Society.  Mr Lee Steere and the 

gypsy nuisance. The Beare Green Society for the Prosecution of Thieves which dates back 

nearly 130 years held its annual dinner at the Duke’s Head on Friday afternoon last week. One 

of the main objects of the society is the offering of rewards for information against any person 

committing an offence to or depredation against the property of any of its members. No 

payments in this direction were reported at the annual meeting and it transpired the society has 

a credit balance at the bank of about £45. Host Fowler enhanced his reputation for excellent 

catering, a capital repast being put on the tables. Mr. F L Crow (chairman) presided and among 

those present were Mr. H C Lee Steere J.P., Messrs  E Murray, Mark Rose, W Sanders, W Jay, 

W Barker, J Horley, J Tyrell, Short, C H Howard, W Brown, B Rose, J Harkett, A Turner, A 

Etherton, J Chart, J Daniel, (representing Mr. F S Phillips), W  Sanders (secretary) a 

representative of the Duke of Norfolk, etc. The cloth having been removed and the loyal toasts 
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submitted by Mr. Lee Steere, who had now taken the chair owing to Mr. Crow having to leave 

to fulfil an important business engagement, Mr. R W Barclay, Mr. E Murray, Mr. F S Phillips 

and Mr. A Etherington were unanimously elected members of the society.  

 

The chairman mentioned that owing to indisposition Mr. Barclay was unable to be present and 

they he was sure they would all wish him a speedy recovery (hear, hear). Mr. Murray expressed 

his thanks for the honour that had been accorded him by his election as a member of the ancient 

society. He was afraid he was rather ignorant as to its objects, but he thought there was one 

duty which it might do for the benefit of the public at large, and that was to prevent as far as 

lay in its power the recklessness of motorists (hear, hear).The health of the chairman was 

proposed by Mr Jay and was drunk with musical honours in reply. Mr Lee Steere spoke of the 

advantages of such a social gathering as they had that day, where they could meet and talk over 

various matters for their mutual benefit. With regard to the society, it thought it more incumbent 

than ever that it should increase its membership. They had no power to fight against motor 

cars as Mr Murray had suggested, but he did think they should turn their attention to the gipsy 

question which was becoming more and more serious (hear, hear).  

 

One of the objects of the society was to reward anyone giving information against a person 

committing damage to property of any member. The increasing damage which gipsies were 

doing was becoming very serious, they were getting complete masters of the situation. He had 

been to see Capt. Sant (the Chief Constable) on this matter and he had suggested that the lords 

of the manors must themselves look after their property. He had tried to look after his manor 

as far as lay in his power but found it no easy task. One could not stay out late at night looking 

after gipsies and in the daytime, he could assure them that it was a very unpleasant and 

unsavoury business. All the time they were paying the police rate and yet they could get no 

help from the police. Mr Lee Steere then read a report of a case which came before Chichester 

County Bench in which several gipsies were summoned for sleeping in tents and it transpired 

during the hearing that in consequence of complaints the police were despatched for special 

duty with a view to stopping the nuisance caused by gipsies who had entered the district. The 

gipsies were fined and the magistrates warned them that if they came up again they would be 

sent to prison. The speaker, proceeding said that if that was done in Sussex, why could it not 

be done in Surrey? hear, hear).  

 

At present the police were not allowed to do anything unless the gipsies were committing a 

breach of the peace. This, he thought was where the society could step in, for many people had 

seen hedges pulled to pieces and other damage done by this class of people. He was certain that 

unless they obtained help from the county this gipsy nuisance would be found to be really just 

beginning. These people were being hounded out of other counties and consequently came 

to Surrey. Only the other day Canon Shearme was called about 4 o’clock in the morning on 

account of them and he told the speaker that what he heard and witnessed was not to be 

compared with what he had experienced at Whitechapel and Billingsgate. Then again, they 

would remember that a short time ago a man was severely assaulted at Ockley through 

remonstrating with gipsies who had been committing a good deal of damage. He had hoped 

that something might be done through the society to minimize the evil, but he called it an 
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absolutely  iniquitous thing that they should have to pay the rate and yet be unable to get 

help from the police (hear, hear).  

 

In conclusion Mr Lee Steere wished the society every prosperity, particularly in view of the 

fact that it might be able to do something to mitigate the nuisance he had referred to (applause). 

Mr Sanders pointed out that if the gipsies turned their horses out in a meadow of their own 

accord, as they often did, the police did not dare to touch them. The farmer had to do the work 

himself. He considered that it was very unjust that while they paid the rate they could not get 

help from the police. Several other members also spoke of the intolerable nuisance of gipsies 

and the great amount of damage they committed. 

                                                                                                                                                                         

On the motion of the chairman a cordial vote of thanks was accorded the secretary and the 

subsequent proceedings were devoted to harmony.  

 

1907 May 31:  Woking News and Mail. Gypsies may receive attention. Thieves have a good 

reason for giving Beare Green near Dorking a wide berth for there has existed there for nearly 

130 years a society called the Beare Green Society for the Prosecution of Thieves and is 

chief object is the offering of rewards for information against a person committing an offence 

to or depredation against the property of any of the members. At the annual dinner last week, 

it was stated that no payments in this direction were made last year and the society has a balance 

at the bank of about £45. Mr H C Lee Steere, J.P., suggested that the society should turn its 

attention to the gypsy question which was becoming more and more serious. The increasing 

damage done to property by gypsies was becoming very serious and they could get no help 

from the police who said the lords of the manor must look after their own property.  Mr 

Lee Steere’s suggestion was endorsed by other members and will probably be acted on. 

 

1907 June Mr. J Fowler of the Duke’s Head Beare Green was buried at Capel Churchyard  

 

1909 June 26:  Dorking and Leatherhead Advertiser.  A quaint piece of oak carving said to 

bear date some 200 years ago has been disclosed to view during improvements at the Duke’s 

Head Hotel, Leatherhead. It is a triumph of artistic work and bear and was wrought at the 

instigation of the Leatherhead (sic) Association for the Prosecution of Felons, Murderers, 

Sheep Stealers and Smugglers. It is to be presented to the local authority for preservation among 

the local archives. 

 

In 1915 a meeting was held at the office of Mr Crow when it was decided that no dinner would 

be held that year because of the war and in 1916 the meetings ceased forever.  

 

1917 February 17:  West Surrey Times. With Pen and Pencil. Mr F E Green in his book ‘The 

Surrey Hills’ (published in 1915) mentions the existence of a quaint society at Beare Green, 

‘The Society for Prosecuting Thieves’, which was founded in June 1779 and meets annually 

at the Duke’s Head. One of its objects is to pay the sum of £20 to anyone who will give 

information that will bring about the conviction of any person “wilfully murdering any 

member” of it. The members who make up this select and virtuous society are his Grace the 
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Duke of Norfolk, the Master of the Foxhounds, the local auctioneer, one or two farmers and 

one or two other members of the nobility and gentry of the neighbourhood. 

 

1925 June 5:  Surrey Mirror: Beare Green Society for the Prosecution of Thieves. 
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1952 October 31: Horley and Gatwick Mirror. In the obituary to Mr. Frederick Lewis Crow 

who died aged 93 it mentions that during his time at Dorking he was chairman of an ancient 

society operating in the Holmwood – Beare Green area who main object was the collection of 

funds to meet the cost of prosecuting thieves. The chief activity in this society in its closing 

years was an annual dinner at which all the company had to sing songs. 

 

 

Newdigate Local History Society 

 

In June 1995 Newdigate Local History Society published the following articles on the Beare 

Green Prosecution Society in their magazines no  37, 39, 94. 

 

Charles Thompson Newdigate Society Magazine December 1994 edition 37 - extract 

 

In June 1779 a group of people met at the Duke’s Head in Beare Green to the south of Dorking 

and established a “Society for the Prosecution of Thieves.” Later it was also known as the 

Beare Green Prosecuting Society with an updated set of rules published in 1911 by the secretary 

Frederick Crow of Shellwood Manor. In that year there were 28 members who paid 10 shillings 

each as an entrance fee on election but there does not seem to be an annual subscription which 
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indicates there was significant available funding, more than enough to fulfil the demands of 

the Society. 

 

The funds could be used in two ways, both being clearly defined by the rules. The first stated 

that “every member of the society who shall be robbed or defrauded of his property (except by 

gaming) shall use all due diligence in seeking for any prosecuting of the offender or offenders 

and shall produce the bill of expenses incurred by him at the next Annual Meeting when the 

members present (if they think the same proper) shall determine on the payment by the society 

--- and the sum so determined to be paid out of the Stock. Should there be insufficient funds 

each member of the society shall contribute in equal terms to meet the payment. 

 

The second stated “ for the discovery of offenders the following rewards shall be offered to 

any person or persons who shall give information of any offender or offenders, accomplice or 

accomplices, murdering, robbing or defrauding any member of this society of his property 

(except by gaming) to be paid after the conviction of such offender or offenders. 

 

On the conviction of any person or persons: 

 

Murdering any member of the society       £20. 0s 0d 

Breaking and robbing a dwelling house belonging to a member of the society  £5.0s0d 

Arson dwelling, barn, building, stacks corn or hay, belonging to a member of the society or 

stopping any member of the society on the highway robbing or attempting to rob him £5.0s 0d 

Stealing or maiming any horse, mare, gelding, sheep ox, cow or heifer belonging to a member 

of the society          £5.0s0d 

Stealing any property of a member of the society     £2.0s0d 

Receiving stolen goods or knowing the same to be stolen being the property of a member of 

the society          £2.0s0d 

 

This only applied to property stolen within a radius of twenty miles of Beare Green, except in 

the case of highway robbery. 

 

Members met annually on the third Friday in May at the Duke’s Head Inn at 2 o’clock for the 

purpose of transacting the business of the society but this lasted only an hour because the rules 

declared “dinner shall be prepared for the members punctually at three o’clock for which every 

member, present or not, had to pay five shillings and sixpence. 
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Members were a mixture of local aristocracy, wealthy landowners, farmers, publicans and 

shopkeepers coming together for an annual social gathering. In 1987 in Wellingborough 

Northamptonshire there was a dinner for the local Felon’s Society to which members of the 

police were invited. It no longer had any law enforcement functions. 

 

More About Prosecuting Thieves by Brian Overell 

The Newdigate author, F.E. Green, in his book 'The Surrey Hills' wrote in 1915 of 'a very 

quaint society' that met in Beare Green once a year, under oak beams taken from a ship's 

hul1. "Its greatest feature nowadays seems to consist of an annual dinner." This was the 

Society for Prosecuting Thieves which met at the Dukes Head Inn at Beare Green. In 

magazine no.37 Charles Thompson quoted from the 1911 Rule Book and identified the 

Newdigate members of the Society in what proved to be its last published list. 

Dorking Museum Library has a copy of the Society minutes from 1825 to 1890, the 

original Minute Book covering 1890 to 1916, Rules Books for 1885,1901 and 1911, and 

a poster for 1911. For most of the period covered the Secretary, or 'Clerk', came from 

Newdigate. John Chart, the schoolmaster and tailor, who lived at Loampits (now 

Oakfield House), served as Clerk from 1829 (on the death of the previous clerk, Thomas 

Chapman) until 1875, when his son William (of Newdigate Street) took over until 1902. 

The last Secretary was William Sanders (of Redlands Farm), who was the son of 

another William (of Holmwood Farm). The salary was variable, being assessed at 6d per 

member, plus expenses. 

Initially, in copperplate hand, the Secretaries recorded a surprisingly low level of crime, 



 41 

an average of perhaps less than one a year, and generally of a petty nature. Geese, rabbits or 

faggots were stolen, and sometimes a horse, but one would not guess that in the first part 

of the nineteenth century the lower orders were on the verge of revolt. There are no 

minutes for 1830-33,a notable absence in an otherwise unbroken record, and this could 

perhaps indicate that, following the Dorking Riots of 1830, the perceived dangers of 

attack on such an assembly of landowners and farmers led to cancellation of 

meetings. 

In February 1825 Messrs. Hanbury, William Randall (Treasurer), James Humphrey, 

James Sherlock and John Burberry (of Clarks and Kingsland Farms in Newdigate) met to 

agree that Mr. Thomas Evershed (of Cooks Farm Abinger) should prosecute Daniel Martin 

for stealing chickens. In December Mr. Hanbury lost 6 ducks, and the Society agreed to print 

handbills with a reward of £2. No results were recorded. The year of 1826 appears to be 

crime-free, but in 1827 Mrs. Weller prosecuted Richard Longhurst for robbing her of 

stores, and expenses of 12s.a day for prosecuting and 8s. a day for witnesses were paid. 

When in 1829 a Mr. Naldret stole some baskets from Mr. Evershed, the Society paid 

George Saxby £5 for apprehending him, and paid Evershed's expenses for a prosecution, 

which resulted in transportation for life. 

In 1834 Richard Weller succeeded Randall as Chairman and Treasurer. Mr. John Wood 

suffered housebreakers, but despite the offer of a £10 reward, the thieves were not caught. 

Mr. Burberry lost a colt, but it had strayed to Tandridge, where it was poun'd (sic). Mr. 

George Weller prosecuted Stephen Batchelor of Leigh, who got 3 months for stealing his 

faggots. James Humphrey, who ran a butcher's shop in what became the Newdigate Village 

Stores, prosecuted Anthony Farindon for taking meat from the shop. Later another 

Farindon, James, became James's son-in-law.  

In 1838 new members included Henry Nash, who farmed at Dean House. A reward was 

given to Mr. Adds, whose information led to the arrest of four Dorking men for stealing some 

fat geese from Mr. Wood's outhouse. It was resolved that Mr. Wood should prosecute 

the offenders "to the utmost severity of the law." And he certainly did. One man turned 

Queen's evidence, and the other three were transported for life. 

There were then a few quiet years. A boy Weller was sent to the Workhouse for stealing 

from Charman's van; Henry Monk was found with a belly girth belonging to George Heath 

of Kitlands, but the prosecution failed for lack of evidence; and Richard Charman of 

Breakspeare Farm and Mr. Penfold both had horses stolen and not recovered. 

Perhaps this was not good enough. In 1842 when Edward Tullitt was caught stealing hay 

from Penfold, it was resolved that he should be "prosecuted to the utmost severity of the 

law, not only as a punishment to him, but to deter others from committing similar 

depredations". Although transportation was still available as a punishment, Mr. 

Smallpeice, acting as attorney at Kingston, only succeeded in getting him two month's 

imprisonment. In the same year two Newdigate boys, Henry and George Harden, were 

caught stealing wood from the hedgerows at Henry Nash's farm, and it was recommended 

that they should be reprimanded by a magistrate. Clearly attitudes were softening. 
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John Etheridge was unlucky in 1844 when he was caught with a fowl in his pocket, knowing 

that it had been stolen by his son from Mr. James Collinson' s farmyard: prosecution was 

agreed, but the outcome is not recorded. In the next year Mr. Smallpeice prosecuted an 

offender, who was caught with geese belonging to Joseph Turner of Beare Green 

brickyard and who was sentenced to six months with hard labour. 

Thomas Page of Holmwood Farm joined in 1852; James King of Vigo Farm and George 

Hayler of Beare Green in 1853. No successful prosecutions were recorded in this period, 

although handbills were printed advertising rewards for unsolved thefts from John 

Wood of Westcott - of money, a watch and other valuable items - and from Thomas 

Page - of rabbits. In 1853 E. Kerrich Esq. of Arnolds was defrauded by his man James 

Denyer, and the Society agreed to support the prosecution. 

Thomas Brown of Minnick Wood was admitted in 1855, while in 1856 James King of 

Clock House became the Treasurer on the death of Richard Weller. In this year Mr. Page, 

Superintendent of Police in Dorking, was allowed the reward for apprehending 

offenders, 20 who had stolen wheat from Mark Smallpeice's fields, and for obtaining 

summary conviction before magistrates. 

George Grantham received not only a reward of £2, but also the thanks of the Society 

for his conduct, when in 1858 he apprehended James Brooker, who had stolen three 

fowls from Mr. Thomas Brown. William Wood of Beare Green was paid £4 10s. in 

1860 for expenses incurred in unsuccessfully seeking a stolen horse, and in 1862  Mr. 

John Smart of Greens Farm was allowed 5s. expenses on account of his servant robbing 

him. In 1863 Henry Dendy Napper joined in place of his deceased father, a continuation 

which can similarly be seen in a number of family names over the century. 

The first recorded conviction of a navie (sic) was in 1864, when he wantonly killed a 

valuable gander; Mr. William Wood collected £2 10s. reward and expenses. James 

Hayler received a reward of £2 13s. for the conviction of Goff, who stole duck eggs and 

destroyed the duck. New members were James Fraser-Paul of Shellwood Farm, Peter 

Towse of Capel Village, Mrs. Sarah Butcher of the Dukes Head and Alfred Wells of 

Milton Court. James Dundas Down, the Dorking solicitor, became Treasurer and  

Chairman. In 1865 Peter Towse was allowed 15s. for prosecuting Frederick Tuppin, 

who had stolen gaiters from his shop; the informant received a reward of £2.  

"Navies" were still causing trouble in 1866. One who was apprehended for stealing a 

fellow labourer's coat was found to have Mr. William Wood's stolen geese wrapped up 

in it. The reward was claimed by the owner of the coat, by one of his companions and by 

the Superintendent of Police. The Society solved the dispute by deciding that it was not a 

rewarding matter, the original arrest having been for the theft of the coat; even so Mr. 

Wood collected 7s.6d. for attending court.  

Richard Charman was unlucky in the following year in the case of a boy, who had stolen a 

 
20 RFB Note – The reward money most likely was sent to the Chief Constable to be placed in the superannuation 

fund 
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ham of bacon. Charman owned the bacon, had apprehended the boy and had delivered 

him to the police, but it was resolved that no member could collect his own reward: he 

was, however, allowed 7s.6d. for the costs of prosecution. In this year new members 

included Mark King of Paddington Farm, Abinger and David Edwards of Capel 

brickyard, each replacing an older member of their family. 

In many of the earlier years, members had been asked for a subscription, but  in 1868, 

because of the low demands on its funds, the Society found itself in surplus and 

distributed £50 8s. leaving only £14 10s. in the bank. In this year Mr. James Rose of 

Golden Lands Farm was allowed £4 2s.6d. for unsuccessfully seeking the night thieves 

who took his horse and cash: and Mr.John Wood was allowed 3s.6d. for printing bills 

advertising the theft of mistletoe from his garden. 

New members were Caleb Haler of the Dukes Head and Mr. Rose of Petersfield Farm. A 

full list of members is entered at this point, including James Farindon of Newdigate Street, 

and it records the death of William Walder of Pancrass Rolls, a long-serving member. 

Subsequent amendments for the later years show there were 39 members in 1872, 36 in 1873 

and 31 in 1876. 

1870 saw the start of an acrimonious dispute with the police over the payment of rewards. 

When Charles Smith of Greens Farm suffered the theft of a horse, George Berry of the 

East Sussex Constabulary claimed £10 reward for the apprehension of the thief at 

Lindfield Fair, leading to conviction and sentence to 7 years' penal servitude. At the 1871 

meeting the Society decided that there should be no reward, since Smith had furnished the 

information himself and Berry took the man into custody by virtue of his office as police 

constable. Mr. Smith was allowed £8 expenses, but it was resolved that in future there would 

be a limit of £5 for expenses for a single prosecution. Berry immediately wrote to the 

Chairman, expressing surprise at being refused the reward, and in 1872 wrote to ask for 

the time and place of the A.G.M. This information was supplied. But the plot thickened; 

Superintendent Page of Dorking had informed the Secretary that he, Page, was entitled to 

the reward, although no reason is recorded. At the A.G.M. it was resolved that neither 

Berry nor Page should receive the reward. Berry then obtained a County Court summons from 

Uckfield. At this point the Society caved in, and Mr. Down was asked to arrange for a 

settlement of the whole affair; £10 was paid into court with ll shillings costs, making total 

costs £15 17s.6d. Handbills were then reprinted, making it clear that no police officer 

should be entitled to rewards of any kind from the Society. 

At the same A.G.M. Edwin Walder of the Six Bells Inn was allowed 12s. for the prosecution 

of Thomas Jenkins for stealing wood; William Weller of Ewhurst became Treasurer and it 

was resolved that a sub­committee should be set up to consider future cases (and hence leave 

more time for dinner - the rot was setting in). In 1874 Thomas Ede stole a goose from John 

Turner of the White Hart in Beare Green, who received £1 5s. for prosecution expenses and 

the informer was paid a reward of £2. James Frazer-Paul of Shellwood House became 

Chairman and Treasurer, to be replaced in 1876 by Mark King of Paddington Farm. Mr. 

Solomon Pledge of the Holly and Laurel in Holmwood received £5 expenses for pursuing 
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a thief and in 1881 Mr. Griffin received £2 reward for information concerning the theft of 

a ferret from Mr. J. Turner. William Jennings of Newdigate Place Farm is included in the 

members list for 1884 and in 1887 Mr. Hill claimed £2 for the conviction of thieves 

stealing fowls. In 1890 Mark King received 15s.6d. for obtaining a conviction for wilful 

damage and Mr. Wilcox of Rookery Mills, Westcott received two guineas for attending a 

prosecution in Guildford. Mr. Wilcox also made a claim in 1891 for expenses in 

prosecuting a servant for setting fire to his house, but this was rejected. The brief minutes 

end "Thus ends the business the rest time was spent in harmony." Henry Hackwood, the 

Newdigate schoolmaster joined the Society in this year. 

A coat was stolen from Shellwood Farm in 1895 and in 1896 Felix Botting of the Bell Inn, 

Dorking received 10s. for legal expenses for an assault. Sidney Smith, in the employ of 

Solomon Pledge, received £2 on conviction of a till thief in 1897 and in 1898 John Horley 

was paid £2 for information concerning the theft of briars (sic) at Newdigate. William 

Purton of Parkgate became a new member in 1898 and in 1901 Mr. Broughton of Dean 

House Farm also joined. 

Mr. F. Crow, of Shellwood Manor, issued a summons in 1902 against Jennings and Ede 

for trespass at Shellwood. The following year he became Chairman, the last as it was to 

prove. In 1904 Benjamin Rose received solicitor's expenses for a conviction following 

the theft of eggs: and Mr. Barker of Holmwood was paid £2 for prosecuting Edward 

Butcher for stealing (aptly enough) 9lbs of beef; Butcher received three month's 

imprisonment on the evidence of Herbert Harrison and others. 

1905 was a tough year; the cost of the dinner went up from 2s.6d. to 3s. In 1906 Mr. 

Colman was thanked for placing his 'entire horse' (i.e. stallion) at the disposal of farmers 

within the district free of charge. In 1907 Mr. H.C. Lee Steere of Jayes Park spoke "at 

some length", asking members to do all they could to stop the gypsy menace; "the problem 

was openly discussed, but no minute was taken." 

A little of the old spirit returned in 1910, the rule book and new posters being issued in the 

following year. Mr. W. Brown of the White Hart had his legal expenses guaranteed up to 

£10 in the case in which his clerk, George Heath, was charged with forgery. Mr. Brown 

also suffered the theft of fowls: they had been stolen by John Taylor, who received three 

month's imprisonment, while F. Mann of Oakdene Cottages, Holmwood received the 

reward of £2. Mr. Brown's expenses of £6 4s. were approved the following year, when a 

payment of 17s.6d. to John Young of Chaffold's Farm, in a case of false pretences by 

H. Wakefield, was also approved. The last recorded crime was that involving Edward 

Butcher, who set fire to Holmwood Common in 1912. He was sentenced to eight month's 

imprisonment, and two men, Higgins and Ede, were rewarded with 10s. each. 

In 1915 Mr.Crow held what was no doubt a sad meeting in his office, when it was 

resolved that there would be no dinner because of the war, and in 1916 meetings ceased. 

In all about 240 different names appear in these records. I am preparing a Name Index, 

a copy of which will soon be available in the Museum library. There are many unknowns 
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- who lived where, and which Weller was which etc. and I hope that users will write in 

it any fresh information they can contribute. 

I am left with a slight sense of anticlimax. If this was all the Society did over 90 years  

and I have omitted very little of the action - then what was it all for? If it was a dining 

club, then why pretend anything else ? Was it felt that the frequent distribution of posters 

advertising the names of its formidable members, rather than the allure of its apparently 

not very successful reward system, would provide an effective deterrent? Greater 

activity may perhaps have been recorded in the lost archives of the years following 

the Society's inauguration (variously recorded as 1799 and later as 1779). But it was 

not the only society in Surrey with these aims. A poster of 1863, offering a reward of £5 

for the theft of poultry from James Avery's farm in Pixham Lane, was signed by John 

Dendy Sadler on behalf of the Leigh Prosecuting Association; and a Protection 

Society was formed in Stoke in 1808. 

 

  

 

 


