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THE ASSOCIATION FOR THE PROSECUTION 

OF FELONS 

 

The Record 

 

Drake’s Directory of Rotherham for 1862 tells us that the entire village of Wentworth 

belonged to Earl Fitzwilliam; and this affected the character of the clubs and 

associations which were set up there.  The Mechanics Institute was established for 

working men in 1822 (though the building in Main Street in which it was housed, 

and which survives, was built in 1845).   The Wentworth Association for the 

Prosecution of Felons dates from 1823 and was intended to be for ‘the farmers of the 

land over which the Earl Fitzwilliam Hounds hunt’.1  The Cow Club (intended for 

Fitzwilliam’s farmers generally) was founded in 1839.  

 The Wentworth Association had an annual dinner.  In 1923 - on the occasion 

of the centenary - this was held at the Rockingham Arms, Wentworth;2 but on other 

occasions, it was held at the George and Dragon3; but originally, it was far more than 

a social club, being one of many such voluntary associations setup by landowners 

for the purpose of sharing the burden and expense of detecting and prosecuting 

crime.  The context is that there were no Police forces and no public prosecutors in 

England before the middle of the 19th century. It was up to private individuals to 

prosecute and pay the expenses involved.  Or, they could literally ‘club’ together 

with others and spread the cost. 

 Since the members of the Association were farmers, the crimes they were 

interested in prosecuting were offences relating to property, for example theft of 

animals (e.g. lambs) and farm produce (potatoes; turnips); damage to property (e.g. 

fences) and setting fire to haystacks.  Mere trespass could not of course be 

prosecuted, since it has always been a civil matter; and the Association does not 

seem to have prosecuted offences against the person.  However, when it came to 

offences relating to property, the Association did not confine itself to crimes 

committed against farmers.   There is one case concerning the theft of copper nails 

from a builder. 

 How did the Association set about catching the villains?  Often they were 

arrested on the spot, either by a victim or a gamekeeper; but sometimes the 

Association put up a reward, either on its own, or jointly with another Association.  

                                                           
1
 Yorkshire Post and Leeds Intelligencer 3 March 1923. 

2 As in 1867, 1869, 1875, 1881, 1887, 1939, 2017 & 2018.  
3 As in 1870 & 1905. 
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There were several even in the local areas e.g. Wath, Worsbrough, and Ecclesfield all 

had similar Associations. 

 Let us consider some of the crimes the Association helped to prosecute.  On 29 

April 1848 the Sheffield Independent reported: 

 

LAMB STEALING 

 

 On Thursday night, the 20th instant, three lambs, the property of Mr. Wm. 

 Pepper, West Hall, Wentworth, were stolen from one of his fields, near Barley 

 Hall. A reward of fifteen guineas is offered, ten by the Wentworth Association 

 for the Prosecution of Felons, and five by Mr. Pepper, for information to 

 convict the offender or offenders. 

 

 On 2 December 1859 the Sheffield Daily News reported: 

 

THE FIRE AT WEST MELTON 

 

 A reward of £126 has been offered for the discovery of the person or persons 

 who set fire to the stacks of Mr. Poles, the other week, at West Melton. £50 of 

 it is given by Government, £50 by the Yorkshire Fire & Life Insurance 

 Company, and £25 by the Wentworth Association for the Prosecution of 

 Felons. 

 

 In 1876 (relatively late in the history of these Associations) there was a story 

which appeared in several local papers about a theft of metal.  On 13 May 1876 the 

Sheffield Daily Telegraph reported:  

 

THEFT OF COPPER NAILS 

 

 William Farrar, slater of Sheffield, was brought into custody charged with 

 stealing 20 lbs. of copper nails, the property of Mr. Wm. Cooper, builder, of 

 Wentworth, on the 5th Inst. The prisoner was apprehended by Police-

 constable Spivey, when he alleged his guilt.—Remanded until Monday. 

 

 On 20 May the weekly supplement of the same paper reported the conclusion 

of the proceedings in the magistrates court, and confirmed the involvement of the 

Association: 

 

ALLEGED THEFT OF NAILS 

 

 William Farrar, Sheffield, was charged by William Cooper, of Wentworth, 

 with stealing 201bs of copper nails, at Scholes, on the 5th Instant. Mr. F. 

 Parker-Rhodes prosecuted.  It appears that the prisoner was in the 
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 employment of the complainant, who is a slater, and, at the time of the 

 alleged theft, was engaged in slating some cottages which have recently been 

 built at Scholes. During the night they placed their nails and tools in an empty 

 cottage. The prisoner was seen to take them into Scholes Wood. When 

 apprehended by Police-constable Spivey prisoner said he took the nails, but 

 he was drunk at the time. — Mr Rhodes said he was instructed by the 

 Wentworth Association for the Prosecution Felons. —Committed to the next 

 Sessions for trial.4 

 

 Finally, the Sheffield Independent for Saturday 20 May 1876 reported the 

outcome: 

 

SHEFFIELD SPRING SESSIONS 

STEALING COPPER NAILS 

 

 William Farrar, 28, a slater, was found guilty of having stolen 20 1bs. of 

 copper nails, the property of his master, William Cooper, of Wentworth,  on 

 the 5th May. — Six months' hard labour.  

 

 The Barnsley Chronicle for Saturday 15 May 1880 reported on several cases of 

trespass with damage. 

 

TRESPASSING AT TANKERSLEY 

 

 A Warning. William Utlley and James Bottomley were charged with 

 committing damage to the amount 2d. to the premises of Newton, Chambers, 

 & Co., at Tankersley. P.C. Wood proved that on Sunday afternoon he saw the 

 defendants a hundred yards from any footpath at place called the Thornes, in 

 Tankersley Wood. He went to them and took their names, and they told him 

 they did not know they were doing anything wrong, and hoped they would 

 not hear anything more about it. There had been scores of bills put up.5—A 

 witness named Bertram said a great deal of damage was done to the premises, 

 and the Company desired to put a stop to it.—Defendants, who said they 

 were on the footpath, were ordered to pay the damage and costs, 24s. —The 

 proceedings were instituted by the Wentworth Association for the 

 Prosecution of Felons.— Walter Nunn, Jonathan John Beaumont, Wm. Smith, 

 Cornelius Silverwood, and Frederick Hutchinson were also charged with 

 trespassing at Tankersley, on the property of Newton Chambers —John 

                                                           
4 Magistrates might commit the accused for trial and/or sentence to the Assize Court (e.g. in Leeds) or 

to Quarter Session (e.g. in Sheffield).  These replaced by the Crown Courts in the early 1970s. 
5 This must refer to the posting of notices e.g. ‘Trespassers will be prosecuted’, which has always been 

a bluff. 
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 Ogden, John Lax, Thomas Cooke, and George Lambert were also charged 

 with trespassing on the property of Newton, Chambers, and Co., at 

 Tankersley, on May 2nd.—Defendants pleaded guilty.—Mr. Parker 

 prosecuted on behalf of the Wentworth Association for the Prosecution of 

 Felons.—P.C. Wood gave evidence similar that given the previous case.—

 Ordered to pay damage and costs. 

 

 The Barnsley Chronicle for Saturday 17 July 1880reported a similar case which 

occurred four years later: 

 

COMMITTING DAMAGE AT HOYLAND 

 

  James Doyle, Stephen Doyle, William Morris, Samuel Cooper, John Cresswell, 

 and Isaiah Bamforth were charged with having damaged the property of John 

 Bartram, farmer, Hoyland Nether, breaking a fence, to the value of 3s.—The 

 young men are all labourers. —Mr. Hickmott appeared on behalf of Mr. 

 Bartram for the Wentworth Association for the Prosecution of Felons —John 

 Bartram, farmer, said on Sunday, the 4th July, he was coming from church 

 through his fields and met Cooper with a hedgestake in his hand. Witness 

 spoke to him, and asked him where he had got the stake. He went with 

 Cooper to the place where he said he had got the stake, and found a large 

 number of stakes pulled up and the hedge destroyed. The other defendants 

 were all there. —Wm. Smith, draper, Hoyland proved that he saw the 

 defendants on the footpath and in the hedge bottom. Three of them were 

 pulling hedge-stakes up, and the fencing with them; and one of them was in 

 the turnip field adjoining. Afterwards P.C. Kendall was fetched. James Doyle 

 was on the footpath in the field, and witness saw one of the others throw him 

 a stake, which he left on the footpath.  It appeared there had been several 

 complaints of this kind of thing, and the defendants were fined 2s. each and 

 costs and to pay the damage. The cost was altogether £4—l3s--4d each. 

 

 Two more cases of ‘aggravated trespass’ were reported in the Barnsley 

Chronicle for Saturday 10 September 1881: 

 

TRESPASSERS AND TURNIP STEALER 

 

 For treading down mowing grass belonging to John Coldwell, at Monk 

 Bretton, Jonas Sharpe (13) was ordered to pay costs. — Mr. Chapman, on 

 behalf the Monk Bretton Association for the Prosecution of Felons, 

 prosecuted. Charles Stirling, Platts Common (17), was charged with stealing 

 potatoes, value 1½ d the property of George Haigh, farmer, of Hoyland.—Mr. 

 Hickmott, instructed by the Wentworth Association for the Prosecution of 

 Felons, prosecuted, and said that the fields in the neighbourhood had been 
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 much trodden down. It was proved that the lad was found in the potato field 

 picking potatoes.—Fined 10s. and costs 

 

 On 24 January 1882 the Sheffield and Rotherham Independent contained a report 

of proceedings in the Rotherham magistrates court, where the accused was 

committed for trail at the Quarter Sessions, despite the willingness of the magistrates 

to deal with it summarily.  Evidently, the Association was determined that offenders 

who damaged or stole the property of its members should be severely punishment: 

 

STEALING POTATOES FROM THE FIELD 

 

 Wm. Allen, collier, Newhill, a man of idle habits, was charged with stealing, 

 on the 21st inst., a stone of potatoes, from the field of William Oxley, a retired 

 innkeeper. Mr. F. Parker-Rhodes (instructed by the Wentworth Association 

 for the Prosecution of Felons) prosecuted. The prisoner was seen to come 

 from the prosecutor's field carrying a large tin dish, which was afterwards 

 found concealed in his house by Police-constable Baker, and contained 

 potatoes. The prisoner had told the officer that there were no potatoes in the 

 house. — The Chairman was disposed to deal summarily with the case, and 

 commit the prisoner for three months; but Mr. Rhodes said the Association 

 which instructed him desired the case to go to the sessions, inasmuch as the 

 prisoner had been previously convicted, and thefts from the fields had 

 become very serious— The prisoner, who had nothing to say, was committed 

 for trial. 

 

 Members of the Association must have felt vindicated when the matter came 

before the higher court, because, as the Sheffield Daily Telegraph reported on Saturday 

8 April 1882 William Allen was given a more severe sentence than the magistrates 

had been minded to impose: 

 

WEST RIDING QUARTER SESSIONS 

 

 The business of the sessions has been concluded in the Court at Wakefield, 

 this week.  The following sentences were passed in the Second Court: Wm. 

 Allen, collier, stealing l4lbs6. of potatoes, the property William Oxley, Wath-

 on-Dearne, six months. 

 

 As we have seen, the Wentworth Association was by no means the only one 

active in the local area.  A report in the Barnsley Chronicle for Saturday 27 May 1882 

makes the same point: 

 

                                                           
6 14 lbs is one stone. 
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STEALING COAL FROM THE MILTON IRON WORKS 

 

 Charlotte Barker and Henry Barker were charged with stealing a quantity of 

 oal from the Milton Iron Works, belonging to Mr. George Dawes.—The case 

 was presented by the Worsbro’ Association for the Prosecution of Felons, on 

 behalf of which Mr. Rideal appeared.—Police-constable Skelton, police officer 

 stationed at Wentworth, on the 11th inst., about midnight, was on duty 

 between Wentworth and the Milton Ironworks, when he met the two 

 defendants carrying something bulky. He asked the mother what she had got, 

 to which she replied, “Oh, nothing; it’s only something I have been buying at 

 Hoyland.” On searching the defendants he found three stones of coal, sacks 

 and an apron. On asking the mother where she had got the coal, she 

 mentioned the name of a person who, she said, had given her the coal. He 

 took them both the person she named, but he denied giving the coal. He took 

 them both to the ironworks, and the mother said a workman had given her 

 the coal. She, however, afterwards admitted that she had taken the coal from 

 a heap at the works. —The Bench ordered that the lad be discharged, and the 

 mother ordered to pay a fine of 2s. 6d and costs, together with the value of the 

 coal, 6d. 

 

 So far we have been considering the evidence for the survival of the 

organisation as a working concern.  However, it does seem that the Association 

ceased to be an active prosecutor in the 1880s, though it continued to exist as a club.  

However, the advent of motorised travel brought a new venture.  The Sheffield Daily 

Telegraph reported a decision on 19 May 1923 that the centenary celebrations ‘should 

be in the form of a day’s motor outing,’ while on 20 June 1924 the same newspaper 

carried the news that  

 

 Members the Wentworth Association for the Prosecution of Felons yesterday 

 motored into Derbyshire, had luncheon at Buxton and tea at Matlock Bath. 

 Parties joined in the trip from Swinton, Wath, Greasborough, Wentworth, 

 Elsecar and Hoyland. 

 

 By 1929 a day’s motoring seems to have become a regular part of the 

Association’s programme, and members even ventured forth into other parts of 

Yorkshire.  The Sheffield Daily Telegraph for 21 June reported 

 

 The members of the Wentworth and District Association for the Prosecution 

 of Felons held their annual excursion yesterday, when about fifty of their 

 number made a motor tour to Knaresborough, Harrogate, and Selby. 

 

 

General Observations 
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1 At first sight it seems strange that the Association is not mentioned in the 

newspaper reports I have looked at in connection with poaching, although this was 

probably the most common crime of all.  However, the explanation is probably that 

the major landowners in the area - men like Earl Fitzwilliam, the Earl of Effingham 

and the Duke of Norfolk - could afford to pay their own costs and expenses.  So, for 

example, we find reports relating to private prosecutions for game trespass and 

illegal fishing in Wentworth Park and the surrounding farms, which were brought 

by Earl Fitzwilliam himself, unaided.  He did not need to draw on the resources of 

the club.7  Now this must be set alongside the fact that Jim Sutton has written that 

‘only those with an interest in property had an interest in being association 

members’.  This gives the impression that the Association was exclusive, in the sense 

that it excluded the lower classes, which may well have been so. 

 

2 But there is another side to this.  Ian Christie gives an example of the way in 

which English society differed from the French in the late 18th century.   

 

 During his travels in France, Arthur Young wrote that, whereas in England, 

 when he visited a nobleman’s house, ‘there would be three or four farmers 

 asked to see me, who would have dined with the family amongst ladies of the 

 first rank,’ such a thing was impossible in France [where the aristocracy kept 

 itself to itself, and enjoyed greater privileges before the law, and where there 

 was no equivalent of the Elizabethan Poor Law] 

 

 Contrast this with the situation in Wentworth.  Even if Earl Fitzwilliam did 

not invite his farmers to dine with him at Wentworth Woodhouse, he was a 

considerate and even benevolent landlord, and the joined with them in supporting 

the activities of our Association, without expecting other members to contribute 

towards the cost of prosecuting poachers. 

  

3 This leads me on to a further point of more general importance.  The 18th 

century was a great age for clubs, of all kinds, but many of them were for gentlemen 

- a somewhat narrower class than we mean by the term now. London was said to 

have 3,000 clubs, including the Lazy Club (where members were supposed to arrive 

in their nightshirts), the Club of Ugly Faces, the Tall Club, the Surly Club and the 

Farters' Club.  In the provinces, the Rockingham Club had been formed in York by 

the 2nd Marquis of Rockingham, not long after he succeeded to the title and to the 

Wentworth estate in 1751.   Remarkably, about 6,000 Friendly Societies - which were 

principally for working men - were registered under the Friendly Societies Act of 

                                                           
7 See Protecting privilege and property: Associations for the Prosecution of Felons, Jim Sutton, The Local 

Historian, vol.34 no 2 (May 2004). ’ Sutton’s research was confined to Lancashire, Cheshire and 

Staffordshire. 
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1793.  The historian Ian Christie thought that one of the factors which made for social 

cohesion, and helped to avoid the kind of revolution which occurred in France in 

1789 was that ’Englishmen were intensely clubbable’.8  

 

4 Lastly, Sutton suggested that voluntary associations of this kind became 

redundant in the 1850s - the decade in which the number of people dwelling in 

towns exceeded the number living in the countryside for the first time.  It was also 

around this time that county police forces and prosecutors were established; but the 

newspaper reports which follow would seem to indicate that the Wentworth 

Association continued to perform a useful function for far longer.  The reason may 

have had something to do with the continuing prosperity of the Fitzwilliam estate 

and the solidarity shown by local property owners, in spite of an increasingly 

industrialised and urbanised landscape.  It may indeed show that the landscape as a 

whole was not transformed to quite the same extent, or as quickly, in South 

Yorkshire, as it was in other parts of the country.  After all, Yorkshire is a big county, 

and the 7th Earl Fitzwilliam did not see fit to disband his pack of fox-hounds until 

1930.9    

   

 

 

                                                           
8 Ian Christie, Stress and Stability in Late 18th century Britain, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1984 (the Ford 

Lectures for 1983-4), chapter V.; pp 85, 216. 
9 See Chapter 12. 


