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PETTY SESSIONS CASES

Petty Sessions were local magistrates' courts held for boroughs or divisions of counties. One or more magistrates would hear criminal and licensing cases. Most petty offences were dealt with in the court but serious cases would be remanded for the assizes. After the establishment of a national police force in the mid 19th century the sessions were held in courtrooms attached to police stations. They were often called police courts.

The Dulverton sessions dealt with cases from a wide area of southern Exmoor. They usually met once a month in the 19th century. One of the most notorious offenders to appear before them, although he remained silent, was William Burgess who was remanded to Taunton gaol for the murder of his daughter in 1858. [see Wheal Eliza mine at Simonsbath]

There were regular cases of assault, drunkenness, poaching, driving horses without reins or riding the cart shafts, deserting or failing to pay maintenance for a child or keeping children from school, and stealing. Some more unusual ones must have added interest to the proceedings.

In 1852 a farm servant from Highercombe, Dulverton was fined his wages, 8s 6d, and sent to prison for two weeks hard labour, for riding to Dulverton on his master’s pony on Christmas day without leave.

In 1858 the keeper of a wild beast show was fined £2 for obstructing the highway in Dulverton. The crowd that collected had caused a nuisance and prevented carriages and horses from passing. 

In 1870 James Pine of Brushford was charged with maliciously beating, ill-treating and wounding three pigs. 

In 1874 an Exford man was ordered to remove a porch he had built on his house because it encroached on the highway. 

In 1876 a man was fined for unlawful gaming in holding a goose raffle.

In 1881 a man was fined for stealing seats from the chapel at Brompton Regis but a woman convicted for stealing turnips was sentenced to 12 months in prison with hard labour. 

In 1886 a Tiverton labourer was charged with driving a waggon furiously at Brushford so as to endanger passengers. 

A special session was held in 1891 where a boy of 14 from Anstey was charged with burning three barley ricks. He claimed he was lighting a cigar and threw the match over the hedge. The ricks were found to be oats and the case was dismissed. Another man, accused of firing ricks at Horsen, Exmoor in 1893, was committed to the assizes

Bastardy cases were fairly common. John Adams a farmer from Withypool got at least two of his resident maids pregnant in 1858 and 1863. Mary, the mother of the first child returned to her parents at Exford with her child Alice Adams. Alice presumably died young and Mary went back into service in Devon as a housekeeper. The second girl Elizabeth left her son James with her parents in Withypool and went into service at Bratton Court near Minehead. 

Another single woman Mary Jane Burrows was committed to prison for two months hard labour for sleeping under a hayrick with two children and a baby in 1880. A female tramp was sentenced to a week’s hard labour for begging in 1892.
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