
8.2 What were the main turning points in
policing methods, 1700-19007

Law enforcement during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries

Continuity Maintaining law and order continued Change Experiments in using a force of paid and trained
to be the responsibility of unpaid and untrained local officers based at Bow Street; the development of the
officials - the JP,Constable and Watchman Metropolitan Police Force and the development of police

forces across the rest of the country



The sharp rise in population levels, together with the growth of towns
and cities, during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries put great
pressure on the medieval system of using unpaid amateurs to maintain
law and order. One result of this was that some private individuals,
known as thief-takers, started acting as unofficial policemen. They
captured criminals and claimed the reward money, or acted as go-
betweens and negotiated the return of stolen property for a fee.

Here are two noted thief-takers:

• Charles Hitchen (c.1675-1727): he was a fence and abused his
position as Under City Marshall for London to put pressure on
thieves to sell their goods through him; he would then negotiate a
fee for the return of the stolen goods to their original owner.

• Jonathan Wild (1683-1725), 'Thief-Taker General of Great
Britain and Ireland': having previously worked for Hitchen, Wild
built up an empire of organised crime; he planned thefts, trained
and organised burglars, and then negotiated the return of the stolen
goods; he periodically turned in thieves to the authorities and so
appeared to 'police' the streets of London.
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l Fence - a person who buys and l
l. sells stolen goods !
. .

In 1729 de Veil was appointed JP in Bow Street near Covent Garden, an
area of London with a high crime rate. He was active in going out with
his constables to investigate crimes, making arrests and then passing
judgement on the criminals in his court.

In 1748 Henry Fielding was appointed Chief Magistrate at Bow Street.
In 1751 he published An Enquiry into the Late Increase of Robbers
etc. Claiming that the system of using unpaid part-time constables
was not working, he set up a force of six law officers who were
paid, full time and well trained. Henry's motto for successin catching
criminals was 'Quick notice and sudden pursuit'. He placed adverts in
newspapers asking people to help him.

Following Henry's death in 1754 his blind half-
brother, John Fielding, continued the work of the
Runners, extending and enhancing the policing of
London's streets:

• In 1763 he secured a government grant of £600
to establish the Bow Street Horse Patrol to deal
with highway robbery; it was so successful in
cutting crime that the funding was stopped
(though the highwaymen soon returned!); the
Patrol was not re-introduced until 1805 following
Patrick Colquhoun's campaign.

• In 1772 he established a newspaper, The
Quarterly Pursuit, which was published four
times a year and contained lists of crimes and
descriptions of wanted criminals.

• In 1786 the newspaper was renamed The Public
Hue and Cry and it now appeared weekly; in
the early 1800s it became the Police Gazette
and it marked the beginnings of a national crime
information network.

Knighted in 1761,for his servicesin cutting crime in
the capital, 'Sir' John continued to work at Bow Street
until his death in 1780.



Other JPscontinued the work of the Fielding brothers after their
deaths. One of the most important JPswas Patrick Colquhoun.

• In 1792 the Middlesex JusticesAct extended the Bow Street scheme
by funding seven JPsin other parts of London, each of whom had
six full-time 'Runners' under their command.

• In 1798, after a campaign by Colquhoun, the Thames River Police
was established.

• By 1800 London was patrolled by 68 'Runners'.
• In 1805 a Horse Patrol of 54 officers armed with swords, truncheons

and pistols was set up to patrol the highways around London; they
were nicknamed 'Robin Redbreasts'.

By 1829, London had 450 constables and 4000 watchmen to police a
population of 1.5 million.

• The Runners introduced the idea of 'preventative
policing' by attempting to stop crime from
being committed, rather than dealing with the
consequences of crime.

• Such experiments did lower crime levels in
London and they did serve as a deterrent.
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Exam practice

Why were the Bow Street Runners a turning
point in methods of policing in the late
eighteenth century? [8 marks]
Answers online
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1 This type of question on 'turning-points' requires 1
~you to spell out why a particular event resulted in ~
~change. In this case you need to refer to the
~ failure of the inherited medieval system of using
~ unpaid amateur constables and watchmen, and
~ how Fielding's force of paid, full-time and well-
~ trained officers was a large improvement, as was
t. his use of newspapers to record details.
.......................................................................................................................

The establishment of the Metropolitan Police, 1829

Establishing a formal, national police force was not a smooth path
of development. It was more one of haphazard growth. In the early
nineteenth century there was fierce opposition to it. Some believed that
such a force would:

• limit individual freedom and liberty by allowing the government to
interfere

• give the police too much power which they could use to limit the
rights of individuals

• be very expensive and cause taxes to rise.



In 1829 Robert Peel, the Home Secretary, was successful in getting
Parliament to pass the Metropolitan PoliceAct. He argued that London
needed a force of paid, full-time law officers who would investigate
crimes, patrol the streets and prevent crime, and apprehend criminals.

Run by two Commissioners who
had equal authority - Charles
Rowan and Richard Mayne

Headquarters at Scotland Yard Covered an area up to 7 miles 11 km
from Charing Cross but excluded the
city of Westminster

Constables' uniform consisted of a
blue jacket, white trousers and a tall t4f---
black hat. They carried a truncheon
and a wooden hand rattle.

Constables worked a seven-day
week. They patrolled a set area,
walkmg a beat of over 20 miles
(32 km) a day.

A second Metropolitan Police Act in 1839 extended
the area to cover a 15-mile (24 km) radius from
Charing Cross. This new police force proved to be
effective in reducing crime rates, so was expanded.
New specialist units were introduced over the
following decades.

London was divided into 17 divisions.
each with a company of 144
constables under a superintendent.

The new constables had to be
under 35 years old, at least 5 foot
7 inches (1.7 metres) tall and able
to read and write.

later developments of the Metropolitan
Police Force

1852 Force to be headed by just one Commissioner

1862 Force strength had grown to 7,800 men

1882 Force strength had grown to 11,700 men

1890 Headquarters moved to New Scotland Yard

1900 Force strength had grown to 16,000 men,
organised into 21 divisions

Through a series of Acts of Parliament, the model of the Metropolitan
Police Forcewas extended across the rest of the country.

Extension of the police force outside London

Municipal Corporations Act This allowed borough towns, if they wished, to set up a police force; only a
(1835) small number (93 out of 171 boroughs) had done so by 1837.

Rural Police Act (1839) This allowed JPs to establish police forces in their county; only a small number
(or, County Police Act) (25 out of 55 counties) had done so by 1856.

County and Borough Police Act This made it compulsory for every county to have a police force. Inspectors of
(1856) Constabulary were appointed to report on the efficiency of each force.

To begin with the public were suspicious about these new police
forces. There was widespread resentment over the running costs
involved. It took some time for this suspicion and hostility to subside.


