
Obtaining Goods by False Pretences 1867 
 

Dorset Epiphany Sessions 
 
On Thursday last, William Baker and Sarah Baker, of Semley, and 
Mary Jane Bennet, of Tollard, were brought before the mayor, and 
Mr W C Fincham, charged on remand, with obtaining by false 
pretences from Messrs Abbott Brothers, drapers, of this town, 31 
yards of silk and six yards of white Llama, of the value of £9.   
 
On Saturday afternoon, the female prisoners entered Messrs 
Abbott’s shop, and asked to be allowed to look at some silks, which 
were shown them, and they selected two dresses to purchase.  
They then wished to look at some white Llama, and of this they 
ordered six yards.   
 
The prisoner, Sarah Baker, then requested that the amount of the 
things might be put down to her, and gave her name as Mary Baker, 
cook at Mr Evans’s of Chetnole (?); she asked for a fortnight’s credit 
for the goods, as she only received her wages half yearly.   
 

This request Mr W H Abbott refused to comply with, unless their employer, Mr Evans, sent him a satisfactory note that he might 
let them have the goods to the amount ordered.   
 
The prisoners then left the shop and on the following Monday the male prisoner returned with two letters directed to Mr Abbott; 
on opening these letters Mr Abbott found that one was signed “Miss Evans” and directed him to let her servants who called on 
him the previous Saturday have what they wanted.  The other letter was signed “Mary Baker” and requested that the goods she 
ordered might be sent to her, together with two white bonnets, two pairs of white kid gloves, and a crinoline petticoat.   
 
The writing and orthography of the letter signed “Miss Evans” excited Mr Abbott’s suspicions, and in reply to his enquiry the 
male prisoner said that he knew Mary Baker, the cook at Mr Evans’s, and he was working in Mr Evans’s garden.  Upon this the 
parcel containing the goods was delivered to him, and he left the shop followed by Mr Abbott who, on getting into the street, 
gave him into custody.   
 
At the hearing it was proved that neither of the prisoners was in Mr Evans’s service, and that the handwriting of the note was 
not Miss Evans’s.  The prisoners declined saying anything in their defence and were committed for trial at the next Assizes.  It 
transpired since the apprehension of the prisoners that the male prisoner was about to be married to the prisoner, Mary Jane 
Bennet, and the goods were wanted for the wedding.    
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Dorset Spring Assize, Crown Court 

 
William Baker, 20, labourer, Sarah Baker, 26, and Jane Bennett, 24, were indicted for obtaining from Messrs Abbott, of 
Blandford, a quantity of drapery, value £9, with intent to defraud.  The two females pleaded guilty, and Mr Ffooks, for the 
prosecution, offered no evidence for the man. 
 
The judge said he had carefully read the depositions and he thought the prosecution had adopted the proper course.  The 
females were very respectably dressed, and were evidently much distressed at the position in which their foolish and dishonest 
conduct had placed them.   
 
It may be remembered that Jane Bennett was about to be married to William Baker, and in order to get the drapery they 
wanted, the females sent a forged letter to Messrs Abbott.  Mr Ffooks said some trouble had been taken to ascertain the 
character of the females, and hitherto he believed it had been good, but they succumbed to this temptation which was suddenly 
brought upon them, and the prosecutors hoped his lordship would pass as lenient a sentence upon them as he consistently 
could. 
 
His lordship, addressing William Baker, said he approved of the course taken as to him by the learned counsel for the 
prosecution, and he trusted there was no ground for the charge, but he earnestly entreated him never to lay a finger, nor 
attempt to lay a finger on even so much as a pin’s head that did not belong to him.  Addressing the females, who began to cry, 
he said they had been convicted of the crime of obtaining goods by false pretences, accompanied by one circumstance of 
aggravation, in that each of them, as he understood, wrote a letter in the name of another person, which of itself, constituted a 
distinct crime, although they were not indicted for it, and he should not punish them for it.   
 
The prosecutors recommended them to mercy; at the same time, persons in the situations of the prosecutors must even 
against their own wishes be protected against such frauds as those.  He sentenced each of them to two months’ hard labour.  
They were removed sobbing piteously.  
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