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 I N T R O D U C T I O N

On the evening of 5 July 1832, Mary Miller, 
a widow, was robbed whilst walking on the 
Northiam to Brede road near the Broad 

Oak turnpike. The offender, 25-year-old James 
Reynolds, was no master criminal. A short while 
later, he spent some of the £3 he stole (using Mary 
Miller’s distinctive purse) at two nearby public 
houses. At the Broad Oak Inn, he drew attention 
to himself, and the owner of the premises, Joseph 
Davis (who was also a local parish constable), 
arrested him. So far, so good; the next hurdle 
was the prosecution. This was still Mary Miller’s 
problem. Fortunately, her father-in-law could afford 
to instruct solicitors in Battle, and it was they who 
gathered the evidence and prepared the court papers 
for both the committal and an appearance before 
the summer assize. Although prosecutors could by 
now reclaim some of their costs, the eventual bill 
from the solicitor totalled £27 1s. 4d. County rates 
reimbursed £14 4s. 6d. of this, but the prosecutor 
still had to find nearly £13 for the privilege of seeing 
Reynolds convicted.1  

P R O S E C U T I N G  S O C I E T I E S

Prosecuting someone involved a considerable 
financial commitment. As Mary Miller and her 
father-in-law found out, the cost of obtaining 
satisfaction through the courts could far outweigh 
the value of the stolen property. Even if a victim 
overcame the first obstacle of finding and 
apprehending the offender, another hurdle 
remained: the criminal justice system itself and 
its not-inexpensive bureaucracy. One solution to 
these very practical difficulties lay in membership 
of mutually funded private prosecuting societies: 
‘organisation(s) of citizens, typically in the same 
community, who paid dues to cover one another’s 
costs of privately prosecuting offenders should 
a crime be committed against them’. In theory, 
at least, there might be some safety in numbers.2  
Another option, even after prosecuting societies 
were relatively commonplace, was for the victim 
to redefine the crime (from a ‘theft’ to a ‘lost or 
strayed’), especially where missing animals were 
concerned, and the imperative was to recover them. 
Prosecuting societies were not immune to taking 
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this more pragmatic (albeit technically illegal) 
approach from time to time (Fig. 1).3 

Although prosecuting societies could be found 
in most parts of England and Wales by the 1760s, 
they became much more common from the 1770s 
onward.4 Overall numbers are uncertain. They 
could be ephemeral with record-keeping patchy 
at best, and were essentially private organisations, 
untouched by any statutory or quarter-sessional 
scrutiny.5 The 1838 Commission on a Rural 
Constabulary asked every clerk of the peace in 
England and Wales to list ‘associations for the 
prosecution of felons’ in their respective areas; the 
process came up with a total of 575, which, their 
clerk admitted, was undoubtedly an underestimate.6  
Two years beforehand a separate Commission on 
County Rates identified only 189 ‘prosecuting 
associations’ in England and Wales, of which 
six were in Sussex, and in seeking to explain the 
apparent enduring popularity of such societies 
suggested that: ‘These associations have, no 
doubt, originated in the inadequacy of the parish 
constables to the purpose of protecting property, as 
well as the insufficiency of the county allowances 
to meet the expenses of prosecution … it is by the 
supineness of the legislature that men are driven, 
in all such cases, to combine in their own defence’.7  
But if membership in a prosecuting society might 
help, it did not necessarily make the legal process 
any easier to navigate.

P R O S E C U T I O N :  T H E  L A S T  R E S O R T ?

Apart from a very few felonies (mainly involving 
treason, forgery, and smuggling) where the 
government might be expected to prosecute, 
responsibility for instituting a prosecution lay 
with private individuals.8 Occasionally magistrates 
might start the process, but even when they did 
the responsibility was usually soon transferred to 
an individual.9 ‘Not only assaults, but virtually 
all thefts and even some murders were left to the 
general public …; responsibility for the initial 
expense and entire conduct of the prosecution was 
thrown on the victim, or their family’10 (Table 1). 
Whilst from the second half of the 18th century, 
some provision was made for reimbursement of trial 
expenses, as far as most victims were concerned, 

Fig. 1. Reward advertisement inviting the return of a pony, 
effectively on a ‘no questions asked’ basis. The likelihood of the 
animal having ‘strayed’ is slim, but it gave the loser of the pony 
the option to negotiate with the thief without condoning the 
crime (Sussex Advertiser, 22 September 1828, British Newspaper 
Archive). Table 1. The cost of prosecuting. The case of R v Robert 

Turner, Lewes Midsummer Quarter Sessions 1826, theft of 
56lbs. of hay from Mr David Osborne, on behalf of Westfield 
Prosecuting Society (ESRO, RAF 1/3/8, Ledger of Thomas 
Barton and Thomas Bellingham, 182). 

Costs incurred £ s d

Attending Mr Osborne hereon and advising 6 -

Justices Clerks’ fees on commitment 8 6

Copy of deposition 5 8

Instructions for brief 6 8

Proving same 13 8

Fair copy for counsel 6 8

Attending Mr Darby herewith 6 8

Paid fee to the clerk 1 3 6

Attending Clerk of Peace with instructions for 
indictment 6 8

Attending to get Mr Osborne sworn in court 
and to the Grand Jury door 6 8

Attending Court on trial, where the prisoner 
pleaded guilty. (Sentenced to a fortnight’s 
imprisonment, he having been 3 months in 
the House of Correction) 6 8

Paid Clerk of Court for indictment 10 6

Attending to procure orders of expenses 6 8

Attending Lewes Sessions 2 2 -

Total 7 16 6

Expenses paid from county rates 2 15 6

To be paid by the prosecutor 5 1 -
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any change involved little more than a piecemeal 
mitigation of the costs of prosecuting.11 Most of the 
costs, especially those payable direct to court officials 
(as the solicitor’s bill sent to Mary Miller’s father-
in-law demonstrates), still had to be paid upfront, 
and reimbursement from county rates remained 
discretionary.12 If the decision to prosecute was 
regarded as a private matter, it followed that any 
costs incurred were also a personal responsibility. 

Recourse to the courts was often a last resort. 
Most victims of crime, probably through economic 
necessity, resolved matters through civil process or 
informally. Another option was to have the matter 
dealt with summarily by a local magistrate if it 
could be redefined as a misdemeanour rather than 
a felony.13 Provided a magistrate would agree to 
adjudicate, this was certainly a cheaper and quicker 
option, especially for minor thefts, damage and 
assaults. Indeed, it has been argued that more cases 
were dealt with in this way than earlier histories 
suggest, and surviving minutes from Sussex 
prosecuting societies seem to support that view. 
So it may explain why less business than might be 
expected seems to have reached the Sussex assizes 
and quarter sessions from prosecuting societies.14  
In 1834, for instance, it was calculated that, after 
receiving any reimbursement from county rates, it 
still cost an East Sussex prosecutor, on average, over 
£13 to take a case to the assizes, or over £5 at quarter 
sessions. Even so, local justices admitted how little 
they really knew about the amount of crime in 
their areas. In 1838 the magistrates of the Upper 
Division of Lewes Rape confessed that ‘a very small 
proportion of the offences committed (especially 
the minor ones) come in any shape within the 
knowledge of the magistrates’.15 In his charge to the 
grand jury at the spring assize of 1852, the Duke of 
Richmond still felt it necessary to announce that 
‘in the Western Division offences were committed, 
felonies were committed, without any notice being 
given by persons who suffered from them to the 
Magistrates or the constables’. In Sussex, he said, 
‘there was an indisposition … to come forward’.16 

The victim’s first decision was whether to do 
anything about it or just put it down to experience. 
Wherever an offender was not arrested quickly, and 
advertising of some sort was necessary, the cost 
could be significant. In 1760 the Sussex Advertiser 
quoted 3s. 6d. for each ‘advertisement of a moderate 
length’, and in 1786 it cost the Horsham Prosecuting 

Society 5 shillings to have 100 handbills printed.17  
Handbills could be effective. In 1839 they were used 
by James Cordy of Portslade to recover his horse. 
Witnesses came forward demonstrating that the 
handbills (which helpfully mentioned a ‘liberal 
reward’) had been read in coaching inns on the 
London road, in central London, and even near Bury 
St Edmunds in Suffolk, where the horse was finally 
found. Cordy uncovered a large horse-stealing ring 
that was also using forged banknotes in Sussex and 
Suffolk (and Samuel Chapman of Rottingdean, who 
stole Cordy’s horse and harness, was transported for 
12 years).18 Cordy received financial support from 
three prosecuting societies. Generally, the pursuit 
and perhaps prosecution of a suspect would involve 
significant expense, frequently much more than the 
original loss. Importantly, and especially in rural 
areas, it might also invite further retaliatory crime. 
For instance, damage caused to Henry Weller’s 
garden at Ringmer Green in 1828 was claimed to 
be due to his former work as a headborough when 
he had been involved in the arrests of members of a 
burglary gang, and in Newick in 1835 an incendiary 
attack on a farm was linked to the farmer being a 
parish officer and the enforcement of the new poor 
law. In Alfriston rewards offered by the prosecuting 
society following nocturnal attacks on parish 
officers’ houses were notably unsuccessful during 
the reign of Stanton Collins and his gang in the 
1820s. Even after Collins had been arrested, an 
incendiary attack in 1834, causing £700 worth of 
damage to Henry Pagden’s farm, was ascribed to 
his open support for the Poor Law Amendment Act 
and longstanding encouragement of prosecuting 
society patrols in the Alfriston area. It was also 
notable for a lack of witnesses.19 But even if a victim 
of crime was willing to act, none of the formal 
judicial systems could be accessed until a charge 
had been made to, and accepted by, a magistrate: 
the onus of prosecution still lay with the victim. 
So when in 1829 Thomas Huggett was arrested at 
Iden for stealing a sheep, and later escaped from 
Samuel Standen, the Peasmarsh constable, his 
description was circulated in the national Police 
Gazette. Nevertheless, the owner of the sheep, 
Richard Wait, had to offer the necessary reward 
of £20 to whoever arrested Huggett, though the 
Beckley Prosecuting Society seems to have funded 
the subsequent assize trial.20  



174	 SAFETY IN NUMBERS? PRIVATE PROSECUTING SOCIETIES IN LATE 18TH AND EARLY 19TH-CENTURY SUSSEX

Assuming that they wanted to act (and many 
probably did not), a victim had four choices. 
They could investigate and pursue the offenders 
themselves, engage the help of friends and 
neighbours (including fellow prosecuting society 
members), use the services of the local parish 
constable or (rarely in Sussex) retain a professional, 
such as a Bow Street officer.21 If a victim or victims 
chose to pursue offenders, the financial backing 
of a prosecuting society could prove invaluable, 
as demonstrated by the case of William Rogers, 
who was sentenced to death at Maidstone assizes 
in 1824 following the theft of Thomas Pannett’s 
pony from Chailey Common and John Oden’s 
horse and cart from East Chiltington. The victims 
were members of Chailey and Lewes prosecuting 
societies, which agreed to underwrite the pursuit. 
Rogers was found in Streatham and (unfortunately 
for him) remanded to the same assizes where he had 
previously been convicted of horse thefts. The trial 
judge was in no doubt that it was membership of a 
‘respectable prosecuting society’ that had ‘carried 
on the prosecution with great spirit and thereby 
succeeded in convicting the prisoner’.22 If a local 
parish constable was engaged to help (and it was 
by no means certain that the constable would want 
or indeed be bound to do so), a warrant issued by 
a magistrate was desirable, and necessary if pursuit 
extended beyond the immediate area.23  

I N V E S T I GAT I N G  T H E  C R I M E

Although at the end of the 18th century, parish 
constables were still appointed regularly in most 
parts of Sussex, and hundred constables could 
be found in some areas until at least 1872, there 
were fundamental flaws in the system, given that 
their tenure lasted only a year, and it was rarely 
a popular task.24 The parish constable was not 
infrequently the parochial drudge. Given the 
range of other parochial duties, law enforcement in 
general and crime investigation in particular were 
understandably low priorities. It was a situation 
reinforced by the absurdities of the criminal justice 
system. Constables might claim rewards and 
expenses for attending courts, serving summonses, 
executing warrants, detaining charged prisoners in 
a local lock-up, and transporting prisoners between 
gaols, but they were usually not reimbursed for 
the costs of investigation and pursuit incurred 
before an offender was charged.25 This did not stop 

prosecuting societies from paying the expenses of 
parochial constables, and a few society members 
who happened to have been elected as ‘peace 
officers’ were given a specific grant of 5 shillings if 
they had to transport a felon to assizes or quarter 
sessions. Given that most members also paid poor 
rate, doubtless pressure could also be brought to 
bear on the vestry. Even so, investigative expenses 
still could not be guaranteed.26 Whilst historians 
(and 19th-century police reformers) have made 
much of assumed incompetence and idleness 
amongst parochial constables, the reality may lie in 
the simple economics of unpaid constables taking 
time off work, which they could ill afford in order 
to pursue an offender pro bono; in fairness, they 
were more likely to be dogsbodies than Dogberrys.27

A system of rewards was essential to the working 
of the criminal justice system. But it was not without 
its dangers, particularly when the thought of reward 
monies might make witnesses more inclined to 
provide the sort of evidence that would result in a 
conviction; this doubtless occurred to juries from 
time to time. In February 1837, a case involving the 
theft of sacks of wheat brought at East Sussex quarter 
sessions by the Boreham Prosecuting Society was 
dismissed after the evidence of prosecution witnesses 
was challenged, and it was found that they had 
become interested in the crime only after they knew 
that a reward for conviction had been offered.28

Nevertheless, apart from occasional altruism 
generated through family or community ties, 
rewards were probably the inducement that led 
most felons to be pursued, located, and placed into 
the judicial system. The promise of a reward or the 
payment of expenses could persuade an otherwise 
reluctant parochial constable to investigate a crime 
and try to apprehend the offender. Almost without 
exception reward payments were conditional upon 
a conviction, so they were by no means certain.

Some watching systems had begun to appear 
across Sussex by the 1830s29 (Table 2), but the 
existence of a watching or police force meant 
relatively little, especially for those who lived 
outside the town or parish concerned, unless 
financial compensation was also on offer. Where 
their own paid constables were concerned, most 
municipalities and parish vestries understandably 
put the interests of their own ratepayers first. So 
if the Whalesbone high constable wanted the 
assistance of the Brighton Commissioners’ police 
with large events at Brighton Racecourse (notorious 
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for attracting crowds and criminals), separate 
payments had to be agreed. Even if the venue was 
still within the same hundred it had the potential 
to fall outside the commissioners’ rated area. Much 
the same thinking applied to the investigation of 
crime. But if town commissioners and parochial 
authorities were reluctant to allow their own 
constables to act outside their respective areas, the 
offer of a sufficiently large reward could remove 
objections. In short, money talks.

In March 1833, when Lord de Ros’s house at 
19 Brunswick Terrace, Hove was burgled and £600 
worth of jewellery and cash stolen, superintendent 
Wise of the Brighton police took charge of the 
investigation; the offer of a £100 reward doubtless 
helped.30  For the policemen involved there was the 
chance of some reward money, and an enhanced 
personal reputation as a detective. Unsurprisingly, 
this kind of extracurricular activity was not 
universally welcomed. In October 1840, the Sussex 
Advertiser published a lengthy editorial voicing 
the grievances of Brighton ratepayers, who were 
continually losing policemen to conduct enquiries 
elsewhere and undertake work that ‘should have 
been done by parochial constables’.31 

Another recourse was to commission a detective, 
such as a Bow Street officer, but this was a realistic 
option only for the very wealthy: A Bow Street man 
would not be induced to travel to Sussex only on the 
promise of a reward payable after a conviction was 
obtained; some form of retainer would be required 
as well. In 1829, two Bow Street officers were 
dispatched to investigate the theft of £500 from 
the wealthy William Catt of Tidemills, Bishopstone. 
Between 1792 and 1839 Bow Street officers were 
called in to investigate 22 cases in Sussex (out of a 
total of 471 identified cases across Britain). But all 

these cases had one common denominator: the 
victims were wealthy or influential.32 The sheer 
cost of employing (undoubtedly effective) Bow 
Street officers at Brighton Races led, in 1827, to their 
being replaced by the local police.33 Even if they 
were reputed to be ‘feared by the travelling criminal 
classes’ and had some important successes (such as 
the eventual arrest of Stanton Collins in Alfriston), 
they were still an expensive option.

R E WA R D S  O F F E R E D  BY  P R O S E C U T I N G 
S O C I E T I E S

The notion that rewards were crucial not only to 
generating a more professional response to crime 
but also served as useful publicity was not lost on 
prosecuting societies. The scale of rewards offered 
and the relative values attached to certain crimes 
provide insights into the priorities of such societies, 
especially the importance they placed on property 
crime (Table 3).34 In general, rewards offered by the 
societies themselves were rarely generous. There 
seems to have been a widespread (and implicitly 
exclusionary) expectation that victims themselves 
should offer an additional reward; frequently 
this exceeded that offered under the prosecuting 
society’s schedule. But unusually large rewards, 
whilst projecting an image of a society whose 
members were not to be trifled with, were rarely 
effective. Especially during the first decade of the 
19th century, the Chichester society advertised 
particularly large rewards for stolen livestock; but 
they seem never to have led to an assize or quarter 
sessions conviction. The Wisborough Green society 
had similar results, even when it offered larger 
‘special rewards’.35 

Table 2. Local watching arrangements in Sussex before the adoption of national policing Acts. 

Local ‘improvement’ Acts 
with ‘watching’ powers

Adoption of Lighting and 
Watching Act 1833 powers

Adoption of paid 
constables: Parish 

Constables Act 1842

Arundel, 1785 
Brighton, 1810, 1825 
Brunswick Sq. (Hove), 1830 
Bognor, 1835 
Cliffe (Lewes), 1828 
Chichester, 1821 
Hastings, 1789, 1820, 1832 
Lewes, 1806 
St Leonards, 1832 
Worthing, 1803 

Angmering, 1839 
Ashington, c.1836 	
Battle, 1836 	
Burwash, 1833 	
Horsham, 1835 	
Hurstpierpoint, 1834 	
Falmer & Stanmer 1839 
Lewes, 1833 	  
Littlehampton, 1852 	

Newhaven Union 1839
Petworth, c.1836
Shoreham, 1834
Steyning, c.1836
Ticehurst, c.1836
Uckfield, 1833
Washington, 1835
West Grinstead, 1837

Hove 
Shoreham 
Steyning 
Warnham 
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Incendiarism – the ‘symbol of the discontented 
countryside’ – was particularly feared and frequently 
led to larger rewards being offered by prosecuting 
societies through local subscription funds, and 
occasionally by the government.36 In January 
1831, two months after another of his stacks had 
been burned down, the firing of two straw stacks at 
Moses Filder’s farm in Eastbourne resulted in a total 
of £600 in rewards: £50 from Filder, £50 from the 
Eastbourne society, and £500 from a ‘government 
fund for the suppression of incendiaries’ In the same 
month, magistrates in Hastings Rape met at Battle 
to establish a fund ‘for aiding in the detection and 
punishment of the perpetrators of outrages in the 
Rape of Hastings by Incendiaries, Rioters and others’. 
This fund, which reached £1800 within a month, 
was administered by the Battle solicitor Thomas 
Charles Bellingham, who as well as serving as clerk 

to the justices also acted as secretary to the Battle 
Prosecuting Society and a couple of others.37 The 
burning of a lodge and three wheat stacks at Frog 
Firle Farm in Alfriston in November 1834 led to a 
£100 reward from the Alfriston Society and a further 
£58 from local landowners who had subscribed 
to another ad hoc fund. In neither case were the 
offenders caught. A subscription fund of a more 
permanent nature was established in 1835 through 
the creation of the Lewes and Hailsham District 
Association which offered rewards and, unusually, 
the payment of pre-trial expenses. It eventually 
had secured over £500 in funding. This fund was 
organised by the Lewes solicitors Christopher Kell 
and Francis Harding Gell, who as well as serving as 
clerks to the justices also happened to be secretaries 
to several prosecuting societies, including those for 
the Ouse Valley and Alfriston. It lasted just over a 

Table 3. Rewards offered by prosecuting societies in Sussex.
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Murder of 
member or wife/
children

20gns 20gns £20 £20 10gns £10 £50 10gns 10gns 5gns 10gns 10gns 10gns £10 50gns £40

Highway robbery 5gns 5gns £5 £10 5gns £10 5gns 5gns 5gns 10gns 5gns 5gns

Arson 
(incendiarism)

10gns 5gns £5 £20 £10 £50 5gns 5gns 5gns 10gns 10gns 5gns

Burglary or 
housebreaking

5gns 5gns £5 £10 £10 5gns 5gns 5gns 5gns 5gns 5gns £5 20gns £10

Stealing crops or 
damaging (hop) 
vines

1gn £2 3gns 10/6d 2gns 5gns 5gns 2gns 2gns 5gns 2gns 2gns £5 15gns

Stealing animals 5gns 5gns £5 3gns 5gns 2gns £20 5gns 5gns 5gns 5gns 3gns £10 15gns

Stealing garden 
produce

10/- £1 3gns 10/6d 10/- 1gn 2gns 2gns 1gn 5gns 2gns 2gns 10gns

Receiving stolen 
goods

3gns 5gns 5gns 5gns 5gns 2gns 5gns 10gns

Stealing building 
materials

1gn 2gns 2gns 5gns 2gns 2gns 2gns 1gn 2gns 2gns 10gns £1

Stealing wood or 
damaging hedges

1gn 10/- 3gns 2gns 5gns 2gns 2gns 1gn 1gn 2gns 2gns

Assaulting a 
Society member

£10 1gn 1gn
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decade.38 And following the activities of what was 
feared to be a county-wide burglary gang, increasing 
press interest gave rise to a new organisation, the 
‘numerously supported’ Association for Prosecuting 
Housebreakers, established in Lewes in February 
1845. Its primary function was to augment rewards 
offered by some prosecuting societies by advertising 
an extra 50 guinea reward on the conviction of 
anyone who burgled a member’s house. Among 
those paid rewards after the gang was sentenced to 
transportation at Lewes assizes on 19 March 1845 
was William Biddlecombe, chief officer of the tiny 
Godalming borough police force. Biddlecombe 
was rapidly making a name as a detective across 
southern England by tracking down those circulated 
as wanted in the Police Gazette. He had arrested three 
of the men in the Sussex gang at Alton, Hampshire, 
after pursuing them for five days across Surrey. It 
was clearly worth his while dealing with cases in 
mid-Sussex.39 

While advertised rewards were the public face 
of the societies, payment was never something 
to be undertaken lightly. Attached to virtually all 
rewards was the proviso that payment depended 
on prosecution and conviction. Occasionally 
societies could be flexible, even if their published 
rules suggested otherwise. A single advertised 
reward could sometimes be increased pro rata if 
accomplices were identified and sentenced. Stolen 
animals could be regarded as ‘strayed’ if that was 
more convenient (Fig. 1), and when the imperative 
was to recover stolen property (as opposed to seeking 
prosecution of an offender), differing rewards could 
be offered. In practice, ‘compounding’ a felony, 
though illegal, ‘was a widespread practice that was 
hardly ever recorded’.40 When a man purporting to 
be from London hired a horse and gig for four days 
from William Ludby of Petworth, then drove off 
towards Horsham and was lost, the secretary of the 
Petworth society, guessing that he was headed for 
the capital, advertised in two London newspapers 
offering a reward of 5 guineas from the prosecuting 
society on conviction, with an alternative of a 
3 guinea reward from Ludby for recovery of his 
horse and gig, increased to 5 guineas if it resulted 
in a conviction. As a member of the society, he was 
obliged to agree to this duplex arrangement with 
the society’s committee or face possible expulsion.41 
Most prosecuting societies also excluded members, 
their families and their servants from receiving 

rewards, even if that particular member was the 
victim and their evidence led to a conviction.

R E WA R D S  A N D  T H E  ‘ N E W  P O L I C E ’

Surviving records from Sussex prosecuting societies 
suggest that whilst they might not have been 
reluctant to authorise payment of expenses for 
prosecuting cases, actual payment of rewards even 
following conviction was far from guaranteed, 
especially where it involved the new cadre of local 
professional police.42 In 1830, Parochial constable 
Elphick of Preston and constable Davey of the 
then newly formed Brighton police were fortunate 
in being awarded £1 each by the Steyning society 
following the conviction of two men for stealing 
fowl from Hugh Penfold of Botolphs, albeit that 
its normal reward for thefts of animals was £3 
(in addition to any expenses).43 In 1838 Brighton 
magistrate William Seymour took the unusual step 
of publicly complaining about the withdrawal of 
promised rewards after superintendent Thoburn 
had put considerable effort into capturing a gang 
of burglars responsible for crimes from West 
Chiltington to Henfield and Brighton. The £126 
reward was unusually large since most of it came 
from a public subscription fund, and only a small 
part (5 guineas) was advertised as being from the 
Henfield Prosecuting Society. Seymour’s particular 
objection was that the Henfield property owners, 
upon learning of the number of felonies charged, 
had waited until the assizes were sitting and then 
cynically withdrew their own complaints once 
convictions had been obtained for the other 
burglaries. This negated any offer of further rewards 
as there were no actual convictions for these specific 
crimes. Seymour took his argument to East Sussex 
quarter sessions, but in the end he was unsuccessful.44

In 1843, a propensity among victims to renege 
on promised rewards affected another Brighton 
policeman, Superintendent Henry Elmes, after he 
arrested a man in Hassocks on behalf of Benjamin 
Bland of Beeding. Elmes had agreed with Bland that 
some of the stolen money could be retained to pay 
his expenses (not least in taking the prisoner to 
Petworth gaol), but after a conviction was obtained 
at Petworth quarter sessions the prosecutor decided 
to complain to the Brighton Commissioners that 
not all the stolen money had been returned. Bland 
freely admitted making the agreement and to 
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changing his mind and told the Commissioners 
that the amounts retained by Elmes as expenses 
were not unreasonable; nevertheless, his complaint 
led to Elmes’ forced resignation. One way or 
another, Elmes’ departure seems to have curbed 
any residual enthusiasm of Brighton policemen 
for getting involved in crimes outside the town for 
some years afterwards.45 

Some of this tension, especially in East 
Sussex, arose after the adoption of the 1840 
Rural Constabulary Act. Most prosecuting society 
members were ratepayers already paying county 
and vestry rates. At best, members were ambivalent 
and often suspicious of the rural police. The cost 
of the additional rate charged for the new county 
force often exceeded the cost of subscribing 
to a society, and there was no guarantee that 
the police would take on the prosecutions that 
society members wanted them to, or indeed be 
in a position to properly investigate all reported 
crime.46 Yet despite the obstacles, the inducement 
provided by extrajudicial rewards and expenses 
remained. Until 1845, Samuel Toler was employed 
by the Worthing Town Commissioners in their tiny 
police force variously as a ‘constable’, ‘inspector of 
police’ and ‘superintendent’ for around 20 years. 
The salaries paid to Worthing policemen were 
parsimonious, even by contemporary standards, 
so that economic necessity forced Toler to have 
other jobs, and (apparently with the tacit consent 
of the commissioners) he was active in catching 
criminals from other areas. Rewards and expenses 
seem to be the only credible reasons why a poorly 
paid Worthing policeman should have travelled 
to Brighton, Chichester and Smithfield in London 
to arrest people for crimes that had nothing to 
do with Worthing (albeit that two of the cases 
involved members of Sussex prosecuting societies). 
And in 1851 superintendent William Morten of 
the Tunbridge Wells force was rewarded by the 
Chailey and Uckfield societies for his work in 
detecting those responsible for burglaries at the 
Five Bells public house at Chailey and Downland 
House, Uckfield.47 Following the compulsory Police 
Act of 1856 the relationship between prosecuting 
societies and the paid police arguably changed 
again, especially as police rates increased. However, 
there was still an occasional expectation that 
societies, having advertised rewards, would pay up. 
In 1870, Superintendent Berry of the East Sussex 

Constabulary started a County Court action against 
the Beare Green Prosecuting Society after it refused 
to pay out a reward following the conviction of 
Edward Thomas for stealing a horse from Charles 
Smith at Dorking. The society argued that Berry 
had merely been following information supplied 
by Smith (and reimbursed him 5 guineas for his 
expenses) but then caved in and paid Berry the 
£10 reward plus costs after the court summons 
was issued. The society did, however, clarify the 
position by quickly changing its rules to exclude any 
professional police officer from receiving a reward.48 

P R O S E C U T I N G  S O C I E T I E S  I N  S U S S E X : 
F O R M AT I O N  A N D  C AT C H M E N T

The earliest prosecuting society in Sussex dates to 
1774 (Figs 2 and 3).49  They spread across the county 
(Figs 4 and 5), becoming most numerous in the first 
quarter of the 19th century (Fig. 6). Lawyers were 
involved in running many Sussex societies. This was 
sound business practice: societies could be a regular 
source of fee income, both for administering the 
societies and managing prosecutions. Furthermore 
many of the members would already have been 
their clients.50 Though not directly attributable to 
prosecuting societies in Sussex, it has been suggested 
that societies’ links with solicitors and attorneys 
made them ‘a main conduit for the lawyerisation 
of criminal prosecution in the eighteenth century’, 
and that this in turn encouraged the development 
of defence lawyers to ensure fairness (or at least 
something approaching it).51 If lawyers needed 
a template for the formation of ‘An Association 
for Prosecuting Felons and other Offenders’, it 
was available by 1826, albeit as part of a standard 
reference guide to conveyancing.52  

Though the details might vary, the main 
reasons for forming a prosecuting society seem to 
have been a fear of crime and concern about the 
cost of prosecution, but this could be expressed 
in different ways. The Lewes society is said to have 
been formed to deal with a spate of sheep stealing, 
whilst at Ticehurst, it was a response to the ‘robbing 
and defrauding of members’. At Wisborough Green, 
there were concerns about the costs of prosecution, 
and the Alfriston and Henfield societies were said 
to have been formed in response to increases in 
crime during a period of agricultural depression 
(something which could just as easily have applied 
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Fig. 4. Distribution of prosecuting societies in West Sussex, with evidenced dates of their activity (for a key to individual 
prosecuting societies see Figs 2 and 3).

Fig. 5. Distribution of prosecuting societies in East Sussex, with evidenced dates of their activity (for a key to individual 
prosecuting societies see Figs 2 and 3).
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to much of Sussex). The formation of a prosecuting 
society not long after 1816 and 1817, when the 
Hailsham vestry had tried unsuccessfully to find 
those responsible for threats to kill the parish 
officers, and then the firing of a hay rick owned 
by one of the parish Overseers of the Poor, was 
probably not uncoincidental. As might be expected, 
the Brighton Local Victuallers Prosecuting Society 
was formed (in 1823) in response to thefts of sacks 
and barrels generally and, more particularly, of 
‘drinking vessels’. The Keymer and Clayton society 
was established quite late, in 1837, following a spate 
of burglaries and (unusually for Sussex) immediately 
formed its own patrols of members, supervised 
by a magistrate, to ‘deter those responsible’. But 
later that same year, when a member of the nearby 
Hurstpierpoint society (which also had a problem 
with nocturnal crime) suggested joint patrols, the 
idea was quickly rejected. In Sussex, whilst there is 
considerable evidence of farmers and landowners 
from a particular area joining together to mount 
patrols in response to increased crime, formal joint 
working between societies was uncommon. 

Prosecuting societies in Sussex had defined 
boundaries, and members who owned land 
elsewhere could not necessarily rely on their 
support. So, for instance, Brighton commissioner 

Edmund Savage was a member of the prosecuting 
society at Brighton, where he lived, and at Lindfield, 
where he owned a farm. And John Farncombe, with 
lands at Stoneham and Bishopstone, was a member 
of both Lewes and Newhaven societies. County-
wide prosecuting societies, whilst not unknown 
outside Sussex, seem in any case to have been 
short-lived. In terms of its geographical reach, the 
largest society in Sussex was at Chichester, which 
set its catchment as the whole of Chichester Rape 
and limited membership to 100. But in practice its 
membership seems confined to a few miles from 
the city boundaries and may not have exceeded 
50 at best. For the Guestling society, it was the 
Hundred of Guestling (including Winchelsea), 
whilst the Chiddingly society covered that and 
‘adjacent parishes’. Others cited a certain distance 
from a village or parish: Sedlescombe operated five 
miles from the parish, Alfriston and Cuckfield seven 
miles, and for Ditchling, Horsham, Steyning and 
West Tarring it was ten miles. In Horsham’s case, the 
ten miles was calculated from the Southwater public 
house where they held their meetings. The Ewhurst 
and Bodiam society was determined to include some 
outlying members: apart from the two parishes, 
indemnification included ‘Mr William Reed’s Brede 
High Farm and Henley’s property in Sandhurst’. 

Fig. 6. Prosecuting Societies in Sussex, numbers by year.
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But there was also plenty of scope for overlap, and 
some societies may have been regarded as more 
effective than others. Yeoman farmer William 
Botting of Upper Chancton Farm in Washington, 
for example, was just inside the catchment area 
for the Horsham society and chose, for whatever 
reason, not to align himself with the Ashington and 
Washington society, or that in Storrington, even 
though they were closer (Fig. 7). But, whatever the 
reasons, membership numbers seem rarely to have 
reached those anticipated by individual societies. 
The Horsham society had 30 members when it was 
formed, and Henfield 25. The Alfriston society’s 
rules allowed for 70 members, but it probably had 
fewer than half that. Perhaps paradoxically, some 
societies (Cuckfield and Crawley, for instance) 
seemed to get bigger in later years when conviviality 
rather than criminality became their main business, 
but most Sussex societies seem to have operated with 
about 15 to 20 members.53 

M E M B E R S H I P :  B E N E F I T S  A N D 
O B L I GAT I O N S

All prosecuting societies had at least one thing in 
common: they belonged to their members and 
were beholden only to them. Even if prosecuting 
offenders might provide some incidental benefit by 
reducing crime or the threat of crime, their altruism 
was usually not open-ended.54 The financial contract 
entered into upon joining ensured that only those 
with a reasonable income could participate, a 
fact that became abundantly clear when several 
prosecutions, with their associated costs, were 
undertaken simultaneously. Prosecuting societies 
were membership clubs and made no pretence 
towards inclusivity. The rules of the Sedlescombe 
society seem typical. New members could be 
voted in only at the annual general meeting, and 
the society insisted on a year’s notice for anyone 
who wanted to leave. Members were required to 
contribute equally to the costs of running the 
society (including the unforecastable costs that 
could accrue from undertaking prosecutions), and 
failure to attend meetings attracted a separate fine of 
2s. 6d. Most extant Sussex prosecuting society rules 
seem to be similar in emphasis, though they differ 
in detail. The Slinfold society required a half-guinea 
joining fee, an annual subscription of 5 shillings, 
and a contribution to the cost of the seemingly 
ubiquitous annual dinner. That at Chiddingly 
required £1 up front and further contributions of 
a pound ‘if the society’s activities demanded it’. In 
Chichester, the joining fee was a half-guinea, and 
the annual payment was 2s. 6d until such time as 
the society’s funds reached £100. The Wisborough 
Green society also charged a 10s. 6d. joining fee, 
and a 5 shilling annual subscription. But the 
Ewhurst and Bodiam society, unusually, operated 
a proportionate contribution system based on the 
amount a member paid in poor rate.55 

The annual general meeting was the most 
significant part of the society’s business and 
was usually held in a public house. Absence 
routinely attracted additional financial penalties. 
In theory the importance of the meeting lay in the 
determination of future subscriptions, rule changes 
and memberships. In practice, such matters took as 
little time as necessary before the main, prandial 
business took place. Societies typically allowed only 
an hour, or occasionally two, for the meeting, whilst 

Fig. 7. Reward notice, William Botting’s farm, Washington, 
1835 (The National Archives, HO 64/5/51, ff 152–4).
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the rest of the day (often from 1.00 pm onwards) was 
for eating, drinking and socialising.56 The Alfriston 
society took a strong line, fining its members 2s. 
6d. for missing the meeting, an extra 10 shillings 
for missing the meal, and 5 shillings for leaving 
early. The charge at Horsham was 6 shillings, whilst 
the Chiddingly society was more lenient: missing 
the annual dinner resulted only in a 3s. 6d. fine. 
Unsurprisingly, several societies, for example, 
Arundel, Cuckfield and Ditchling, scheduled their 
annual meetings (and dinners) to dates when a full 
moon could be expected to light the members on 
their way home. Newspaper reports reflect these 
changes as societies did less prosecuting and more 
socialising.57 

At the 1847 annual meeting of the Cuckfield 
society, which had been relaunched in 1837, it was 
recorded that ‘since its establishment there has not 
been a single case of prosecution’.58 A decade later, 
little had changed. In 1857 the annual meeting 
of the Cuckfield society attracted 50 out of 60 
members to the King’s Head Inn, where ‘there was 
little business to transact, there not having been 
a prosecution during the year’; the members 
accordingly congratulated themselves for ‘being 
productive of much good in preventing crime’ and 
then enjoyed ‘a very superior repast’ where ‘the 
arrangements made for the comfort of the guests 
were of the most satisfactory character’.59  

Apart from the obvious requirement to pay 
membership fees and, frequently, joining fees and 
the cost of the annual dinner, societies placed other 
obligations on their members. Membership could be 
granted or terminated only at the annual meeting; 
those who wanted to resign beforehand were still 
liable to contribute to society’s expenses for the 
rest of the year. Members were invariably required 
to notify the treasurer or secretary forthwith if 
they were victims of crime, to pursue the offender 
if possible, to participate in a meeting of members 
to discuss the society’s response, and to cooperate 
with any decision made. Rule 4 of the Sedlescombe 
society was typical: ‘Any member who is robbed or 
defrauded shall take steps to apprehend the offender 
and give notice to the secretary, who shall call a 
meeting at the Queens Head to give directions for 
the prosecution of offenders’. The Ewhurst and 
Bodiam society was even more direct: ‘Any member 
who neglects to prove evidence to bring an offender 
to justice shall be expelled’. The Alfriston society 

fined members £5 if they neglected to report a 
felony within six days, or if they had reached an 
agreement with the offender that didn’t involve 
prosecution. These were important obligations 
that both reinforced the principle of mutuality and 
effectively removed the option to take no action, 
or come to a deal with those who had committed 
crime, without the society’s permission. In 1824, it 
led to the bizarre situation in which Bognor Regis 
solicitor William Butt prosecuted someone else’s 
servant at the assizes for a felony, having earlier 
publicly agreed not to do so. It earned him some 
strong criticism in the local press, and his only 
defence seemed to be that he did so ‘in obedience 
to an order of the Bognor Prosecuting Society’.60 

All societies had limits on those actions that they 
would and would not support, although it is difficult 
to explain why the Ditchling and Steyning societies 
offered only a potential £10 reward following the 
murder of a member or someone from his (sic) 
family, whilst the West Tarring society was prepared 
to offer 50 guineas (Table 3). The Alfriston society 
also took a strong line with members who took on 
labourers without references, particularly those 
who had formerly been employed by other society 
members. If they did so, the society would not use 
its funds to prosecute any crimes the workers might 
commit, and their employers would be liable to a 2 
guinea penalty when the society found out. Whilst 
this might be seen as a way of reducing the risk of 
employing dishonest workers, a desire to control the 
local labour market was perhaps more important.61 

Nevertheless, societies could also be flexible 
when it involved protecting the interests of their 
members. After George Henty, a farmer and banker 
and a member of the West Tarring society, was 
convicted, on perjured evidence, of excise offences, 
the society nevertheless agreed to contribute to his 
expenses and the costs of the ultimately successful 
appeal. This was a risky decision for a small society; 
fortunately, they recovered their money when the 
government paid Henty £2400 in compensation in 
May 1819. On a less serious note, the West Hoathly 
society demonstrated some sense of humour when 
they found that a local tradesman had been taking 
fish from a pond owned by one of their members; 
rather than prosecuting the man, they resolved to 
‘fine’ him ‘two good bottles of wine’, provided he 
then also joined the society.62 



D E M O G R A P H I C S

Prosecuting societies ‘were an expression of 
the “clubbability” of Englishmen so noted by 
foreigners: voluntary associations that combined 
social contacts by men of the same class with strong 
practical purposes in mind’.63 Women, though 
not actively excluded, were very much in the 
minority. Their main connections with prosecuting 
societies usually arose from being licensees of the 
public houses where the societies met, or from 
being the widows of former members. The highest 
proportion of female members (a quarter of the 
total) was identified in the final days of the West 
Tarring society; all were widows of farmers. Two 
societies at least made special provisions to allow 
‘lady members’ to avoid the (probably raucous) 
annual dinner. 

Overall, farmers and landowners predominated, 
albeit in towns, other occupational groups 
unsurprisingly appeared (Figs 8 and 9). The Brighton 
society was ‘supported by lawyers, shopkeepers, 
lodging house keepers and other town “worthies”’; 
and local professionals, traders and millers were 

significant in the Chichester, Horsham, Steyning 
and Uckfield societies.64 Importantly, most, if 
not all, would have been voters and ratepayers, 
with the political influence that came with it. In 
1793, the 22-member Chichester society included 
four members of the city’s Common Council, 
three magistrates, and four men closely related to 
common councillors, apart from ordinary voters. 
Attorney William Holmes, sometime secretary 
to the Arundel society, was also clerk to the town 
commissioners and several turnpike trusts, and 
became mayor of the borough in 1830. The Brighton 
society included at least three town commissioners, 
and at Eastbourne, the society included a deputy 
lieutenant of Sussex and at least two magistrates. 
Nominally at least, the Duke of Norfolk was a 
member of societies at Arundel, Horsham, and 
Beare Green in Surrey, albeit represented by his 
local stewards, one of whom was also secretary to 
the Arundel society for several years. Magistrates 
were also members of Ashington, Ditchling, East 
Blatchington, Horsham, Lancing and Uckfield 
societies, and doubtless several others.65 

Fig. 8. Occupations of Sussex prosecuting society members.
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I N N OVAT I O N  A N D  C O M P E T I T I O N

A number of innovations by English prosecuting 
societies were reported in the same newspapers 
that Sussex societies used to advertise rewards. 
Amongst these were the purchase of bloodhounds 
to track thieves, arrangements for members to 
conduct planned searches on horseback, ad hoc 
patrols during perceived crime waves, and the 
fitting of metal plaques to members’ properties, 
rather like firemarks, to deter thieves. More than 
a few reportedly ‘functioned as indemnity funds, 
insuring members against part of the loss that 
resulted when stolen goods were not recovered’.66 
But apart from occasionally organising patrols at 
times of increased crime, none of these ideas was 
adopted by Sussex societies.

The Sussex Advertiser was keen on the idea of 
patrols, supporting those formed to deal with 
local crime waves, and criticising prosecuting 
societies when they thought they should have 
been more active. When the Vagrancy Act of 1824 
became law, the Advertiser used the opportunity 
to argue that, as the new legislation would enable 
anyone, not just sworn constables, to arrest the 
newly classified rogues, vagabonds and incorrigible 
rogues, it should encourage even more night-time 
patrols. Despite the fact that vagrants were an 
endemic concern to Sussex prosecuting societies 
(just as they were to most parochial authorities), 
the Advertiser’s enthusiasm was unmatched by the 
societies themselves, and the creation of ad hoc 
patrols can instead be directly linked to perceived 
levels of crime.67 In Alfriston, occasional patrols by 
prosecuting society members had been instituted 
during the 1820s (largely in response to the 
activities of the Collins gang and because the parish 
constables’ nightly patrols proved ineffective). But 
they did not always get it right: ‘the Constables 
ought surely to be on the alert, to bring to justice 
these nightly depredators’ opined the Advertiser in 
1826. Later the same year, the Advertiser complained 
(perhaps a little unfairly) that the prosecuting 
society had ‘done nothing to deter the thieves’ 
other than holding ‘an occasional smoke-pipe 
meeting’. The Alfriston society’s difficulties beset 
many societies in areas where criminal gangs 
operated: uncoordinated individual local patrols 
were notably ineffective. The society, supported 
principally by Downland farmers, ‘struggled 

Fig. 9. Reward notice following the theft of a single sheep in 
Preston, April 1829, from the leet lord of Preston Hundred. 
The additional subscription reward reflects a typical reaction 
to a periodic increase in crime and includes many of the 
best-known sheep breeders in Sussex. This was a politically 
powerful group which included at least five magistrates 
(Sussex Advertiser, 6 April 1829, British Newspaper Archive).
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futilely against successive crime waves’, albeit with 
‘minor successes scored against petty thieves’.68 It is 
altogether unsurprising that prosecuting societies 
found it difficult to deal with larger criminal gangs: 
they were ill-equipped to confront large numbers 
of frequently well-organised men who crossed and 
recrossed parish boundaries at will.

The arrival of the so-called ‘Swing’ disturbances, 
with a marked increase in rural crime, particularly 
incendiarism, crop destruction and animal 
maiming, led to the creation of far more patrols to 
deal with ‘nightly depredations’, especially between 
1829 and 1831.69 In a detailed report of the latest 
outrages entitled ‘The State of the County’, the 
Sussex Advertiser noted that horse patrols formed 
‘in most of the farming districts have contributed 
to lessen the abominable crime of incendiarism’. 
It is likely that prosecuting societies, or their 
individual subscribers, would be closely involved, 
either as participants or as organisers of these and 
other patrols. Patrols had some successes. The night 
watch at Ditchling (‘constantly on duty in that 
place at night’), pursued and caught those who 
burgled Mrs Royd’s house. In Battle, a night patrol 
of up to six men (each paid 15 shillings weekly for 
their trouble) identified an incendiarist, Thomas 
Goodman, near a barn fire, and their evidence led 
to his later conviction and a sentence of death. On a 
lighter note, though the patrol in Eastbourne seems 
to have been voluntary, each member was fortified 
‘with a pint of good strong ale from his own cellars 
by the Rev Mr Pitman’ before going out each night. 
Not everyone, however, was so enthusiastic. The 
Brighton Gazette rightly criticised the inhabitants 
of Hove who, having called a meeting to support 
patrols, then refused to fund them, leaving the 
responsibility to residents of the Brunswick Square 
District and Brighton; interestingly, the only Hove 
resident who contributed was John Chatfield, a local 
farmer and member of the Preston society.70 

Incendiarism was uncommon in Sussex until 
the late 1820s.71 It usually had disastrous financial 
consequences, which, in turn, led to an increase 
in the take-up of fire insurance, said to have 
been encouraged by prosecuting societies as they 
‘spread the fire insurance habit’ amongst their 
subscribers. There was a ready market, especially 
as indemnification for losses was not part of the 
societies’ core business. Prosecuting societies and 
insurance agencies were frequently closely linked. 

For instance, Marchant Pierce, the secretary to the 
Cuckfield society, operated insurance agencies 
in both Lindfield and Brighton. William Beck, a 
member of the Ewhurst society, and Thomas Charles 
Bellingham and George Daintrey, solicitors directly 
connected with the Battle, Bexhill, Ninfield and 
Petworth societies, were each agents for at least 
two large insurance companies. This was not just 
opportunistic business practice: it made sound 
economic sense. £500 payouts for fires on farms 
were not uncommon and such sums, had they 
been liable, would have made most, if not all, of the 
Sussex prosecuting societies financially unviable.72  

With their membership mainly of farmers and 
landowners, Sussex prosecuting societies were, 
in a limited sense, also trade protection societies. 
Nevertheless, a few more specific trade-oriented 
organisations can be identified in towns. The 
Brighton Licensed Victuallers’ Society, formed 
in November 1822 with 23 members, operated 
on mutual lines in a very similar way to other 
prosecuting societies in the county. Though it 
concentrated on the concerns of that particular 
trade (thefts of sacks, casks, and drinking vessels), 
it broadened its scope to include prosecuting 
assaults on, as well as thefts from, its members. It 
offered rewards (on conviction) for murder, intent 
to murder, burglary, theft of private and business 
property and embezzlement. It seems to have lasted 
for at least a decade, and may have been relaunched 
in 1842 as the Brighton Tradesmens’ Protection 
Society. The relatively short-lived Brighthelmstone 
Society of Plumbers, Glaziers and Painters was 
formed in 1828 and administered by a local paint 
and lead piping wholesaler. It was more of a rewards 
fund than a prosecuting society and offered 10 
guineas for information resulting in the conviction 
of anyone stealing from or defrauding any member, 
increased to 20 guineas if the theft involved lead, 
tin, or solder. It lasted probably for only three or 
four years. A much longer-lasting Hastings and 
St Leonards Trade Protection Society was formed 
before 1850 and was still prosecuting offences 
against its members in 1875. It publicised itself as a 
‘detective as well as a prosecuting society’, actively 
exchanging information with similar societies in 
other parts of the country, and it seems to have 
pursued debts owed to members as much as it did 
prosecutions.73 
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C O N C L U S I O N :  P R O S E C U T I O N , 
P R E V E N T I O N  A N D  P R A N D I A L I S M

Leaving aside the tendency for prosecuting 
societies to remain unmentioned in reports of 
Sussex assize and quarter sessions cases, it is still 
difficult to conclude that their activities either 
measurably increased prosecutions or markedly 
deterred offenders, though their willingness to 
pay expenses to parochial constables probably 
caused more crimes to be investigated than might 
otherwise have been the case.74 Although in 1834 
a government commission identified them as 
significant beneficiaries of payments made from 
county funds towards prosecution expenses, it is 
entirely possible that these prosecutions would have 
been undertaken in any case.75  

Their continued existence was, the commission 
reasoned, largely attributable to two widespread 
perceptions: firstly the ‘inadequacy of the parish 
constables to the purpose of protecting property’ 
and secondly ‘the insufficiency of the county 
allowances to meet the expenses of prosecution’. 
Not unexpectedly, this view conveniently reflected 
the contemporary police reform agenda (of which 
the proposals of the 1838 Chadwickian royal 
commission are probably best known), and with it 
the implication that the proper aims of prosecuting 
societies should have been prosecution, and 
prevention of crime through deterrence (within 
which an increased likelihood of pursuit and 
detection formed part). But their own records 
demonstrate that prosecuting societies in Sussex did 
not actively seek the former and preferred the latter, 
for good economic reasons if nothing else. Equally, 
it follows that occasional unpublicised support for 
redefining (‘compounding’) felonies represented 
pragmatism rather than ambivalence. 

Nevertheless, it still begs the obvious question: 
why did members join prosecuting societies? In 
essence, a subscription to a prosecuting society was 
an expression of self-interest: those with property 
seeking to protect themselves against those without.  

If this benefited the wider community, it was more 
by accident than by design. Yet even though the 
existence of prosecuting societies demonstrated 
dissatisfaction with the criminal justice system in 
general and policing arrangements in particular, the 
corollary, that they would then unquestioningly 
support policing reform, was wrong, as debates 
over the Rural Constabulary Acts at both East and 
West Sussex quarter sessions in 1838 and 1839 
amply demonstrate. Where those connected with 
prosecuting societies can be identified in these 
proceedings, they were, at best, sceptical. 

As organisations, they were essentially products 
of their age. In part, there was undoubtedly a 
fundamental belief that membership could deter 
offenders (hence the frequent publication of posters 
listing members’ names and addresses), and that 
even if members did become victims, the financial 
impact of pursuing and prosecuting them would 
be mitigated. The fear generated by perceived 
crime waves, as reflected in the contemporary 
Sussex press, especially in reports of incendiarism 
and the activities of larger criminal gangs, is also 
eloquent testimony to moral panic. In this sense, 
even if the benefit of membership might be as much 
psychological as economic, it was still real. Far 
better, surely, to have an accessible network of peers 
for mutual support where there could be some safety 
in numbers? But, prosecuting societies also offered 
something that, whilst difficult to quantify, was 
nevertheless tangible: the opportunity to socialise 
with political and economic peers. Though never 
openly stated in the societies’ aims, prandialism 
was frequently just as important as prosecution or 
prevention, and sometimes more so.
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