
 
Capt Benett-Stanford and the Town Council 

 
Removal of Valuable Deed from Town Hall - Seven Days to Return It 

 
At the quarterly meeting of the Shaftesbury Town Council, the Clerk stated that Captain J Benett-Stanford, of West Tisbury, had 
removed, from another room, a valuable old deed which was presented to the Council by the late Mr Broadley, of Bridport.  It 
was a deed of the old Waterworks, which showed a man pumping up water by horse power from the old Roman Well to a 
reservoir on the top of Castle Hill &c. 
 
He informed the hall-keeper that sanction had been given him, but he (the Clerk) was directed to write asking him to return it, 
and he received a reply that if he wrote in a more civil manner he would attend to the matter.  The Clerk emphasised that he did 
not think it was right that Council property should be taken from the premises and retained in that way (hear, hear). 
 
Mr Cuff said it was fresh in his memory that the old deed was presented to the Council through the late Councillor Pinney, on 
condition that it was framed and hung in the Mayor’s parlour and not locked up in the old oak chest.  It was up to them to see 
that it still hung there and not in this gentleman’s house (hear, hear). 
 
Alderman Norton said that some three or four years ago, when he (the speaker) was Mayor, Mr Benett-Stanford saw it in the 
Mayor’s Parlour, and said if the Council would give him permission to have it re-formed, he would get it carried out at his own 
expense.  He told him he could not give him any permission to take it, and the best thing he could do was to write to the 
Council.  He did not know he had taken it. 
 
A council member:  It is a criminal office, I should think. 
 
Mr Gower said that all the time he was Mayor he gave no permission to anybody to take Council property.  He would be the last 
man in the world to do it. 
 
Mr Peddle moved that the Council give Captain Benett-Stanford seven days’ notice to return the deed, failing this that the issue 
a writ against him for its recovery.  Mr Andrews seconded.   
 
Dr Gould:  I think it is gross impertinence (hear, hear).  Not only that he deliberately says he obtained permission.  If it were a 
poor man did this, he would be locked up (hear, hear).  I hope you will carry out Mr Peddle’s suggestion and push on with it.   
Alderman Norton:  I am in agreement with what has been said today.   
 
Dr Gould stated that they had approached Captain Benett-Stanford from time to time, and he believed there had been various 
personal interviews.  At all events, he had been written to quite politely and there was no question of anybody jumping upon 
him at all.  Mr Andrews:  If he had been a poor man, he would have been approached by the police (hear, hear).   
 
Mr Peddle’s motion was carried. 

Western Gazette Friday 03 February 1922 

 
 

Missing Deed 
 

County Court Action against Capt Benett-Stanford 
 
The Town Clerk (Mr. J. K. Rutter) reported that Captain J. Benett-Stanford, of Hatch House, West Tisbury, had not returned the 
deeds he was directed to do by the decision of the Council at the last meeting. Accordingly a County Court action had been 
commenced. 
 
Alderman Norton: If it had been a poor fellow he would have been between the bricks and mortar by this time. 
A member: What does he say in his letter? 
The Town Clerk: He claims it now. (Laughter.) 
 
The Town Clerk read out the letter received from Captain Benett-Stanford, in which he said his attention had been drawn to 
some remarks made by some of the Councillors at their last meeting. He was very amused at the storm in the teacup which he 
had caused the Council, who were getting a bit above themselves.  
 
He noticed the other day in the local paper that they were very disrespectful and impertinent to Lord Stalbridge. One could only 
be impertinent to one’s superiors. (“Oh” and laughter.) Some time ago he lent to the Council a deed that he had concerning 
points of interest to the borough. He really thought, as none of the Council seemed to have the slightest recollection as to what 
the deed referred to or have in mind any of the interesting details mentioned in it, that the best place for it was among his 
archives. 
 
Mr. Rutter then read out the particulars of the plaintiff’s (Town Council’s) proposed claim to be lodged for the April County 
Court, which set out that the plaintiffs hung this deed on the wall of the Town Hall. The defendant told the hall-keeper that he 
had the sanction of the Mayor, and that he was going to reframe it and return it. He removed the deed from the Town Hall.  
 
Notwithstanding repeated applications, the defendant had failed to return the said deed. Plaintiffs claimed the return of the 
deed, which they valued at £95, and £5 for its detention. 
 
The Council approved of the claim, and the Town Clerk remarked that it would be an interesting case if it came off on April 5

th 

 
Western Gazette Friday 10 March 1922 



Shaftesbury Corporation’s Missing Deed 
 

Capt Benett-Stanford ordered to Return the Deed or Pay £95 

 
A case which created considerable interest was heard in the Shaftesbury County Court on Wednesday, before His Honour 
Judge Hyslop-Maxwell. John Benett-Stanford, of Hatch House, West Tisbury, a Justice of the Peace, was the defendant in an 
action  brought by the Shaftesbury Corporation to recover a valuable old deed, which they alleged had been removed from the 
Town Hall.  
 
This deed, which was one dealing with ancient waterworks in the borough, and was presented to the Council by a Mr. Broadley, 
was considered to be of great local historical value. It was contained in a large oak frame, and was dated 
 
“The fourth day of April in the twelfth year of the reign of our Sovereign, Lord William the third, by the Grace of God of England, 
Scotland, France, Annogz Dui 1700, between the Mayor, Recorder, Capitall Burgesses, and other inhabitants of the borough of 
Shaston, also Shaftesbury, in the County of Dorset, whose names and seales are hereunto affixed of the one part and John 
Yarnold, Cittisen of the City of London , gentleman of the other part.”  
 
The plaintiffs hung this deed on the wall of the Town Hall. The defendant, telling the hall-keeper that he had the sanction of the 
Mayor, and that he was going to re-frame and return it, removed the deed from the Town Hall. Notwithstanding repeated 
applications, the defendant failed to return the deed, and the plaintiffs claimed the return of the deed, which they value at £95, 
and £5 for its detention.  
 
Mr. F. E. Wilshire (instructed by Mr. John K. Rutter, town clerk) appeared for the Town Council, and the defendant was 
represented by Mr. H. J. Barclay, of Bristol (instructed by Messrs. Ffooks & Grimley, of Sherborne). A full Court listened to the 
evidence, and among those present were the Mayor and many members of the Corporation.  
 
Mr. Wilshire, opening the case for the Corporation, said that Mr. G. H. Imber, the then Mayor of the borough, in company with a 
Mr. Councillor Pinney, attended a Masonic function at Gillingham in March, 1914, and while there they met a Mr. A. M. 
Broadley, of The Knapp, Bridport, a gentleman of great antiquarian knowledge, who offered to give the Town Council the deed 
in question on the condition that it was renovated and framed and placed in the Town Hall. The deed had reference to the 
works for the supply of water, and was signed by no less than 199 people of Shaftesbury, including the Mayor and Recorder.  
 
The deed was hung in the Mayor’s Parlour, and remained there for six years, until the 9

th
 of August, 1920, when Mr. Benett-

Stanford took it away.  
 
Replying to the first letter sent by the Town Clerk asking or its return, Mr. Benett-Stanford replied “I have no deed in my 
possession referring to the Castle Hill Waterworks which belongs to the borough of Shaftesbury.”  
 
The Corporation then decided to take further action, and the next letter from the defendant read as follows:- “My dear Mr. 
Mayor, I address you thus formally as I do not know who you are. I don’t take in the Western Gazette, but my attention has 
been drawn to remarks made by some of the Town Councillors. I am very much amused at the storm in the tea cup which I 
have caused the Town Council, who are getting a bit above themselves. I notice in the local paper that they were disrespectful 
and impertinent to Lord Stalbridge. I have yet to learn that I can be impertinent in Shaftesbury. One can only be impertinent to 
one’s superiors.” (Laughter) 
 
Defendant went on to state that he lent a document to the Council, but as the members did not seem to have the slightest 
recollection of what it referred to or had in mind any of the interesting details in it, he thought the best place for it was among his 
archives.  
 
Mr. Benett-Stanford claimed that his ancestors came over with the Conqueror, and that they were landowners before ever the 
Pembrokes came. What probably happened was that they took the land the same as Mr. Benett-Stanford took that document. It 
was a clear case of heredity.  With regard to his statement that one could only be impertinent to one’s superiors, he (Mr. 
Wilshire) ventured to suggest that the people of Shaftesbury had the satisfaction of knowing that Mr. Benett-Stanford had been 
impertinent to them and therefore they were his superiors. (Loud applause in Court)  
 
His Honour: At any rate the letter was in very bad taste. He enquired what the defence was. 
 
Mr. Barclay said his case was that there were two deeds, and that there had been a mix up in them. The case rested on the 
question of identity. 
 
John Kingsley Rutter, town clerk of Shaftesbury, identified the deed (produced) as the one given by Mr. Broadley. 
 
Mr. Barclay enquired why Mr. Rutter should have referred to the deed when writing to the defendant as the Castle Hill 
Waterworks Deed. 
 
Mr. Rutter replied that he had taken a great interest in the deed, and had endeavoured to trace the site of the waterworks, and 
the only place as far as he could see where water could be got was the Castle Hill spring. 
 
The Judge enquired whether it was the intention of the defence that there had been a mistake in the deed.  
 
Mr. Barclay said Mr. Benett-Stanford lent a deed to the Council in 1909, and that deed was the one produced. He admitted 
taking the deed from the Town Hall.  
 
In further cross-examination, Mr. Barclay asked Mr. Rutter whether he did say at the meeting of the Town Council in February 
that the deed contained a picture showing a man pumping with two horses. 



Mr. Rutter said he did not. 
 
Mr. Barclay: But the reporter was there, and they don’t dream these things. 
Mr. Rutter: He must have got muddled. 
 
Mr. Barclay: I put it to you the deed given to the Council did contain a picture? 
Mr. Rutter: Certainly not. 
 
Further cross-examined, witness said he did not remember that Mr. Benett-Stanford loaned the Council a deed such as the one 
in dispute in 1909. He had given the Council a photographic copy of a deed recording the conviction of a man for swearing. 
(Laughter.) They had no record of a letter dated 8

th
 January, 1909, from the defendant stating that he was loaning the Council a 

deed. 
 
Wm. Farley Rutter, son of the last witness, produced a copy of the deed made at the time it was given to the Council, and 
George Henry Imber, Mayor of the borough in 1913-14, also identified the deed. 
 
His Honour, following question about the frame, asked if it was going to be suggested that the deed was framed after defendant 
took it away. 
Mr. Barclay: Yes. 
 
Edwin Henry Oram, Town Hall keeper, spoke to defendant telling him he had the permission of the Mayor to take the deed 
away. He said he was going to send it to London and they would get the names clear. When it was returned it would be as big 
as the picture of the Prince of Wales in the same room. Witness said to defendant “I understand Mr. Pinney presented it (the 
deed) to the Council.” Defendant replied “No, I found it among my papers at Hatch House.” Witness identified the deed and the 
frame. He told the Mayor what had happened afterwards, and made an entry in his diary accordingly. 
 
Andrew Richard Gower, Mayor of the borough at the time, identified the deed, and said the frame now was the same as when it 
hung in the Hall. It looked like an oak frame. 
His Honour: I’m sure the Council would not have a deal frame. (Laughter) 
 
This was the case for the Corporation, and the defendant then went into the witness-box. He said his family records went back 
to 1170, and various members of his family had represented Shaftesbury since Edward the Third’s time. His ancestors were big 
landowners, and were able to ride from Shaftesbury to Warminster on their own land. 
  
About 1902 a firm of London solicitors sent him down a mass of deeds in boxes, and among them he found the deed which 
was the subject of this case. He thought it might be of interest to Shaftesbury and suitable for the walls of the Town Hall.  
He sent it on the 8

th
 January, 1909, and a month after he saw the deed pinned on the partition in the Mayor’s Parlour. He took it 

away and sent it to a man named Sims at Salisbury to be framed. He had been to Salisbury that morning to endeavour to get 
Mr. Sims there, but he could not come. 
 
Mr. Barclay suggested that Sims’ books might be put in as evidence, but Mr. Wilshire objected. 
His Honour said the case was assuming a serious aspect, and he was not going to allow any evidence that was not strictly 
proper. 
 
Defendant said Sims did his inferior work. The better-class work he had done at the British Museum. 
His Honour: Has he seen this picture? 
Yes. I took it to him this morning. 
 
His Honour said the case was taking a serious turn. If it was going to be suggested that the picture was reframed after it was 
taken away in 1920 then it seemed important to have Sims there. 
 
Mr. Barclay said he advised his client to get Mr. Sims, but he could not. Still if they got that evidence it did not identify the actual 
picture, because---- 
His Honour: That is what is running in my mind. 
 
Continuing his evidence, defendant said he had met Mr. Broadley some years ago either at Dorchester or Weymouth; he 
believed at the Club at Weymouth. They exchanged deeds, and Mr. Broadley sent witness a deed to see showing water being 
pumped from Wincombe with three horses. 
 
That and the one now in dispute were similar except that the other was a better one on better paper. At the top of it there was a 
picture of two horses and a well and a man driving them. At the top right-hand corner there were two men with rakes over their 
shoulders. The horses were attached to a beam, and there was a stone well-head near. He returned that deed to Mr. Broadley. 
The deed now in Court was his, and he lent it to the Corporation in 1909. 
 
Asked by His Honour why he took the picture away, defendant said there was at the time a fracas going on between the Town 
Council and the gentleman who bought the waterworks. He thought it would be amusing to get a copy of that deed for 
reference to where the waterworks were in those days. He intended returning the deed after that. 
His Honour: Why did you not reply to the Council’s letter on 23

rd
 November? 

I think I was abroad at the time. 
 
His Honour: You could have gone and explained the facts to the Mayor or the Town Clerk. What was there so very impertinent 
about their letter? 
Defendant: They wrote me a decidedly impertinent letter, which my clerk opened. I saw it afterwards. Witness was amused at 
what he saw in the paper. 
His Honour: I suppose Lord Stalbridge was able to look after himself if the Council were impertinent. 



Defendant:  I was incensed at the way he was treated. After all the town has received from his father and grandfather they 
should have more respect. They lived on his father and grandfather for many years. 
 
Cross-examined by Mr. Wilshire, defendant said the firm of solicitors who forwarded the boxes of deeds also sent a list of them, 
but it was incorrect, and he had not got it now. The Council did not acknowledge the receipt of the deed he lent them, and he 
was surprised. Asked why the witness had not been cross-examined on the pinning of the deed to the wall, defendant replied 
that it was not his business. 
His Honour: I think it is your business. You are instructing counsel. 
 
Proceeding with his replies to cross-examination, defendant said he was particularly interested in the figures on the deed sent 
him by Mr. Broadley because he could not understand what the two men with the rakes represented. 
Mr. Wilshire: They must have reminded you of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, people running about with the muck rake.  
I don’t suppose the deed had anything to do with the Pilgrim’s Progress? 
 
His Honour enquired whether it was a fact that he told the hall-keeper he had permission to take the deed away. 
Defendant: I presume I did tell him I had permission. 
Pressed by the Judge, defendant said he saw the Mayor previously and asked if he could take the deed. He could not say 
which Mayor it was, but he had an idea it was Mr. John Norton. I asked if I might take it away to have it re-framed. I think it was 
Mr. Norton. I know I had permission to take it away. 
 
Re-examined by Mr. Barclay, defendant said the correspondence with the Council affected his ideas about returning the deed. 
“If,” he added, “they’ll just touch their hat and be civil to me I’ll lend them anything, but I am not going to be ordered about by 
the Corporation.” 
 
His Honour:  You are a Justice of the Peace. I suppose you are friendly with the people of Shaftesbury? 
Defendant: Oh, certainly. 
 
His Honour: Then why when you were written to did you not state your case and say the Council had made a mistake instead if 
writing what I might call well, a letter in very bad taste. Then you say you were amused. If you, as you say, were doing another 
kindly act for the Corporation in framing the deed, why on earth did you not set it out to them instead of raising this storm in a 
teacup? 
Defendant: Because I did not think it my business to go into detail with the Corporation over what I should do with my own 
property. 
 
The Town Clerk (re-called) said he had never seen the deed pinned on the wall as suggested. The first he saw of it was when it 
was produced by Councillor Pinney.  
 
His Honour: Was there any document something similar in a frame hanging in the Town Hall since 1909? 
No, never, only that one. 
In answer to Mr. Barclay witness said it was possible that he should not see it if it was there only a few days. 
 
Mr. Barclay, addressing His Honour for the defence, submitted that some document was loaned to the Corporation by the 
defendant in 1909. The defendant claimed that he had the deed in dispute framed in Salisbury and returned it to the Town Hall. 
His Honour here said that he understood earlier in the case that it was claimed that another frame had been purchased since 
the deed was taken away in 1920. Was that so? 
Mr. Barclay said they did not claim that Mr. Benett-Stanford had it framed in the first place.  
 
Proceeding, he said that the contention was that there were two of those deeds, one which the defendant claimed and the other 
which had the picture of the man and horses on it which defendant said was sent to him by Mr. Broadley and returned to him. 
He thought this was borne out by the words of the document in which the signatories “interchangeably set their hands” to it. 
That showed there were two counter-parts. In addition they had the Western Gazette report containing a statement by the 
Town Clerk that the deed was one with a picture showing a ,an pumping with two horses. The reporters had their notes and 
took down the statements as they were made. They did not imagine things. 
His Honour: But they are gifted like other people. (Laughter.) They are not infallible. 
 
Mr. Barclay said it was a significant fact which went a long way to corroborate the defendant’s story. If Mr. Broadley’s deed had 
a picture, then the one now produced was his client’s. 
 
His Honour: Where do you suggest that Mr. Broadley is? 
Mr. Barclay: We can’t say. 
 
His Honour: I could not help over-hearing what your client said then. He said “In the Council’s box.” You could have obtained 
the production of all deeds in the Corporation box. He could not accept the view that the Corporation had sworn what was 
absolutely false. I see your difficulties. You have based your case on the picture. That would be a strong point if there was 
positive evidence as regards the picture. 
 
Mr. Barclay: They could not be very clear about the document. The letter of the Town Clerk refers to the Castle Hill Waterworks, 
whereas there is no mention of that in the deed. 
His Honour: But the Town Clerk knows this deed, and he said his view is that it could only refer to the Castle Hill. 
 
His Honour, summing up, said it was an extraordinary case. He was satisfied the deed in question was not hanging in the Town 
Hall in 1909, and he was satisfied that it was given to the Corporation by Mr. Broadley in 1914. The Council framed it, and there 
were the minutes showing what was done. He could not accept the defendant’s evidence that he asked the Mayor if he might 
take it away. When asked to return it by the Corporation, one would have thought a gentleman in Mr. Stanford’s position would 
have been a little more courteous in his reply. 



“He is a gentleman,” proceeded the Judge, “who doesn’t like to be dictated to in any way, and won’t have anybody being 
impertinent to him. He was perfectly entitled to stand upon his rights if he considered the deed was his, but he did not tell them 
in a friendly way that they had made a mistake, and that the deed was loaned by him in 1909.” He (the Judge) had ample 
evidence that the deed was presented to the Corporation in 1914, and that it had hung in the Council Chamber since then.  
 
He had no hesitation in saying that the defendant had made the mistake and not the Corporation, and he gave judgement for 
the plaintiffs for the return of the deed within 14 days, or the payment of its value, £95. 
 
Mr. Wilshire said the deed was a valuable one for the Corporation, and suggested that the Judge should make an order for its 
return. 
 
His Honour said if Mr. Stanford was sensible he would return the document, and the defendant said he would do so. 
 
Mr. Wilshire asked for costs on Scale C, but Mr. Barclay argued that it was a trumpery case, and the costs should not be on 
that scale. 
 
His Honour: I cannot agree. I think it is an important case, and the costs will be on Scale C. 
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