
‘Cruelty to a Dog’ at Hollingdon

On Monday the 3rd March 1868 two men from Hollingdon appeared at Linslade Petty 
Sessions charged with committing ‘cruelty to a dog’.  The dog, a small Skye terrier, 
belonged to the vicar of Soulbury, the Reverend David Carson.  The two men, a farmer 
called John Stone and one of his labourers, called Thomas Robinson were said to have 
mutilated the genitals of the terrier at Stone’s farm at Hollingdon and poured turpentine 
over the wound, causing it great pain and suffering.  Today Stone’s farmhouse is 
misleadingly called Upper Hollingdon Farm House – a building that sits right on the 
roadside as Hollingdon Lane passes through the larger part of the hamlet of Hollingdon, 
which at the time was called Great Hollingdon.

The prosecution was brought by the RSPCA without any witnesses to the alleged 
cruelty and the ability of the victim (the dog) to say who perpetrated the injuries upon 
him.  Most of the evidence presented was circumstantial which must have caused the 
Bench to have some difficulty in coming to their verdict.  In many ways it was a landmark 
case in British legal history as the prosecution brought witnesses forward to testify 
where and when they had seen the dog and what condition it was in at various times on 
the afternoon of the 1st January 1868.  This way the prosecution hoped to demonstrate 
that the dog was fine before it got to Stone’s farm and that it was seen to be injured 
subsequent to being at Stone’s farm.  They hoped thereby to prove beyond doubt that 
the dog was injured when it was at the farm.  They then proposed to tackle the accused 
(Stone and Robinson) directly about what happened to the dog whilst there.

It was well known in the village that the Reverend’s dog used to visit Stone’s farm under 
his own steam where he took a fancy to a bitch belonging to Stone.  There wasn’t a 
vicarage at Soulbury so Reverend Carson lived in Leighton Buzzard.  He lodged for part 
of the time in Soulbury.  This was possibly in the Old School House or another house on 
the other side of the road near to the church.  From either of these houses it was a very 
short distance to the footpath, which led across the fields to Hollingdon.  Stone’s farm 
was at the far end of Hollingdon, something like three quarters of a mile distant.  This 
distance was well within the range of an amorously motivated wandering dog.

In the absence of the dog’s testimony the first witness to be called, was Charles Higgs, a 
servant to Reverend Carson.  He brought the Skye terrier belonging to Reverend 
Carson into court confirming that this was the dog in question.  He further told the 
court that he saw the dog early in the afternoon of the first of January when it was ‘quite 
well’, by which he meant the dog was very well.  He then testified that when he next saw 
the dog at five p.m. at the gate to the vicar’s house it was hollering with pain.  It smelt of 
turpentine so he put it in a bucket of water.  A couple of hours later he found that the 
dog had been wounded, scratched by a sharp instrument.  The wounds were swollen and 
sore.  

Under cross-examination Higgs gave inconsistent and contradictory evidence.  First, he 
said that in the two or three days after the event he did not notice anything was wrong 
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with the dog and it was all right now.  He then said the dog was half mad for these two 
to three days and then he discovered the scratches and no one could touch the dog.  It 
seemed to be in great pain.

The next witness was Louisa Orchard, a housekeeper to Reverend Carson.  She 
confirmed that the dog brought into court by Higgs belonged to Reverend Carson.  She 
went on to say that she had seen it earlier in the afternoon of the first of January and 
that it was fine.  She later saw it between 4 and 5 o’clock outside the gate to the house.  
It smelled of turpentine and rubbed against her skirt, which continued to smell of 
turpentine for some time.  She thought the dog was going mad so called Reverend 
Carson.  They put the dog into a pail of water and it cried out in pain.  She noticed that 
the dog was wounded at that time.  It was then shut up for two to three days, as they 
were afraid of it.

Next in the witness box was Joseph Emmerson who said he was a servant to John Mead 
whose farmyard adjoins that of one of the accused - Mr Stone.  This is a property in 
Hollingdon, which is today called ‘Little Mead’.  He said he knew Reverend Carson’s dog 
and on the first of January he saw it go up the lane towards Mr Stone’s premises.  This is 
a distance of about 100 yards, and round a bend in the lane.  Emmerson said that did not 
see the dog again that day.

An important witness was Levi Tearle, an in-door servant of Stone at his farmhouse.  He 
confirmed he knew Carson’s dog and had frequently seen it visiting Stone’s farm, coming 
to see a bitch belonging to his master.  On the first of January he saw it in the rick yard 
and going towards the kitchen around 3 o’clock, but he didn’t know whether it went 
into the house.  Tearle said that John Stone and his son, Richard were at home that day 
but he did not see them do any harm to the dog.  He also said that there was some 
turpentine in the kitchen.  He said he did not hear the dog howl on the first January but 
he had on the day before.  The Bench ruled that events allegedly occurring the day 
before were not relevant to the charge relating to the following day, so this evidence was 
dismissed.  Under examination Tearle said that he did not see anything done to the dog 
on the first of January and that Robinson did not say to him that anything had been done 
to the dog that day either.  Tearle, understandably, was being loyal to his master.

The next witness was Matthew Mead, a farmer who lived adjacent to Stone.  Although it 
is some hundred yards along the lane between entrances to the two farms, their crew 
yards are within fifty yards of each other and clearly visible to each other across a small 
paddock.  Mead was a very unwilling witness.

Mead said that on the first of January he saw Reverend Carson’s dog ‘running towards 
Soulbury’.  The dog was thought to be going home.  In describing the demeanour of the 
dog Mead chose his words carefully.  He said the dog was ‘moving along sharpish’, and 
had probably been given a swipe with a stick.  There did not seem much wrong with him 
even though he was making a little ‘to do’.  Then, Mead said that Stone later told him that 
the dog was a nuisance in coming to see his bitch and was a concern to the women in 
his house.  Mead said that on the day in question Stone had said to him that he had put 
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some turpentine on the dog and swiped it with a stick to warn it off.  Under questioning 
and a lot of fencing Mead reluctantly admitted that Robinson had said to him that he ‘had 
done the dog up in the barn’ but denied that Stone or his son had been involved or had 
anything to do with it.  In saying this Robinson would take the rap for the actions of his 
master and would seal his own fate.

The dog could take one of two likely routes back to his home in Soulbury from 
Hollingdon.  One was along the footpath through Little Hollingdon, past Ragmore and on 
to Soulbury village.  The alternative was to continue up Hollingdon Lane to the Red Lion 
on the Stewkley Road and the turn back towards Soulbury.  It seems that the dog took 
the latter route, for Elizabeth Tearle then saw him.  She was at the Red Lion at the top of 
Hollingdon Lane and saw the dog turning towards Soulbury.  It was barking as if in some 
pain.

Richard Jordan, a labourer came into the witness box and told a very different story.  He 
said he worked for Mr Stone and had never seen Carson’s dog on Stone’s farm and that 
he had never heard Robinson say that he had any involvement with causing injury to the 
dog.  Pointedly he went on to say that at no time had his master, Stone, threatened to 
discharge him if he said anything about him.

At this point the case for the prosecution came to an end.  It was clear that those close 
to Stone who were employed by him felt intimidated by him, which was reflected in their 
evidence. 

The case for the defence was twofold.

First, there no evidence had been presented against Stone himself and the evidence 
against Robinson was flimsy and unsubstantiated.

Secondly, Reverend Carson’s dog had been seen by two other witnesses to be coming 
from a unspecified place further north beyond Stone’s farm, from an area called Drayton 
Common.  This was an area much further along Hollingdon lane about a mile distant. The 
defence had two men who were prepared to give evidence that they saw the injured dog 
some distance beyond Stone’s farm, implying that the injury to the dog had not 
happened at Stone’s farm.  They also suggested to Reverend Carson, in return for some 
beer, that Matthew Mead had been the real culprit. The Bench ruled against admitting the 
evidence of the two men.

When the magistrates retired they came to the conclusion that Stone and Robinson 
were guilty as charged and fined each of them five shillings with costs.  They commented 
that Stone was entitled to prevent Carson’s dog from coming to see his bitch and that 
the use of stick to beat the dog alone would have been lawful!

The case was unusual at the time for two reasons.  First, it showed a clear intent of 
calculated harm to a dog, when typically much cruelty to animals that came before the 
courts was through neglect not intent to harm.  Secondly it was a novel prosecution in 

 3



which accumulated circumstantial evidence of several witnesses, none of who saw the 
offence, led to a guilty verdict.  So notable was the case that it was reported in detail in 
local newspapers far and wide across England and Wales and even in Ireland.

Postscript

Following the ‘turpentining’ of Reverend Carson’s dog, matters did not end with guilty 
verdicts on Stone and Robinson.  Matthew Mead, who gave evidence, felt that Reverend 
Carson had slandered him earlier.  He claimed that Carson had accused him of mutilating 
the dog not long after it had happened on the first of January 1868.  He later reported 
that to the police and a year later the action of slander was heard before a judge at 
Bedfordshire Assizes in March 1869.

Mead’s evidence was that Carson had called upon him on the first of January 1868 and 
accused him of ‘turpentining’ his dog.  Mead denied it, saying he hadn’t seen the dog that 
day, contradicting his own evidence at Stone and Robinson’s trial.  He went on to claim 
that Carson said he was lying as it had been seen coming from Mead’s house in 
Hollingdon.  Mead described Carson as being in a rage.  Mead’s three men who had been 
there at the time and Mead’s wife corroborated his statement

Reverend Carson gave a different version of events.  He said he did not accuse Mead.  
He simply went to Mead saying that the dog had been seen coming from his house – 
presumably with the implied intent of seeing if Mead could add any further information 
about what had happened to it.  Carson said Mead called him a liar and ordered him off 
his land.  He further said that if he had called Mead a liar (which he did not) he would 
have apologised to him later when Stone was found to be the person who mutilated the 
dog.  Carson claimed he was calm and composed throughout the exchanges.

The judge said he felt the case was unnecessary and should not have been brought, as 
Mead’s innocence and good character had been fully established by the guilty verdicts on 
Stone and Robinson.  He asked the jury to consider whether Mead’s claim that the 
Reverend had directly accused him of harming the dog was true; or had Mead assumed 
his words to be an accusation?  The jury believed Mead and his witnesses but only 
awarded damages of one farthing, as Mead’s innocence was well-known following Stone 
and Robinson’s convictions.  The jury also found that Mead had maliciously brought this 
prosecution but there are no reports of any penalties placed on Mead as a result.

It is not known exactly when Mead made his claim of slander.  Was it before or after the 
trial of Stone and Robinson?  The timeline, the comments of the judge and the decisions 
of the jury are more coherent if it assumed that Mead make his complaints afterwards.
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