How was London policed before the Bobbies?
Before the police force came to the streets of London there were a number of different ways of catching criminals. These were not always effective; many people took policing into their own hands. Many people were able to identify the criminals and secure their arrest by contacting the local constable, who was elected and worked unpaid in the borough. Members of the local community were also often called to join a “hue and cry”. A large group of men who would get together to hunt down the criminal. Cries of ‘stop thief!’ or ‘murder!’ from victims often encouraged assistance from passers-by in preventing crimes or catching suspects. It is fair to say that this help by strangers went away by the end of the century as more people got paid to catch crooks. 

	Constables and Night watchmen

Constables were required to catch anyone accused of a crime and bring them to justice as well as being expected to keep the peace in the community. Night watchmen patrolled the streets between 9pm and sunrise and were expected to stop and examine all suspicious characters. There were also occasional day patrols. The night watchmen were meant to catch criminals and act as a deterrent.

Men were expected to work as night watchmen on rota; many householders avoided doing this by hiring men to serve in their place. As this became more common some men were able to make a career for themselves as night watchmen. These men often walked regular beats and sometimes even wore a uniform. However, because they were low paid, and it was normally low class men who did this job they were not respected or effective. Often because they were low class they knew many of the criminals in their areas and let things go unnoticed, for a small some of money. Concern about high levels of crime in London in the late seventeenth century led the government to adopt the practice of offering large rewards for catching those guilty of specific serious crimes, such as highway robbery. This practice grew and was encouraged by victims who offered rewards for the return of their stolen goods.




	Thief takers
Thief-takers used their knowledge of the criminal underworld to profit from both types of rewards. They negotiated between thieves and the victims of theft to return stolen goods in exchange for a fee. At the same time, they occasionally used their knowledge of criminality to inform on criminals to collect the rewards offered. The less trustworthy thief-takers went further: they blackmailed criminals with threats of prosecution if they failed to pay 

The man who best developed all aspects of the thief-taker's trade was Jonathan Wild, the self-styled "Thief-taker General of England and Ireland", who dominated London's criminal underworld in the early 1720s but was eventually ‘tried and convicted at the Old Bailey for receiving stolen goods’ and hanged in 1725. 


	The Bow Street Runners

To encourage victims to report crimes, magistrates in London established "rotation offices" in the 1730s where Londoners could be certain of finding a judge at all times. One of these was set up in Bow Street in 1739. This was taken over by Henry and John Fielding in 1748. The Fielding's introduced a new practice by employing thief-takers as "runners" who, when a crime was reported, could be sent out to detect and apprehend the culprit. 

The aim of this new system was to deter criminals by increasing the certainty that they would be caught and punished. By supervising their activities, the Fielding’s hoped to improve the reputation of ‘thief-takers’, who they reckoned were really useful in the fight against crime. In order to improve how often criminals were caught the Fielding’s introduced other improvements: they collected and stored information about crimes and suspected criminals, making their Bow Street office the first ‘crime office’; and they organised horse and foot patrols of major roads to prevent robberies and other serious crime.
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Why was the Metropolitan Police introduced?

The period from 1674 to 1829 saw the transformation of policing in London from a bunch of part-timers and people on commission catching criminals to salaried officers and ‘thief takers’ eventually to the police force. Also during this period the ways people were tried and punishments changed a lot.
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In the first 30 years of the 1800’s attempts to combat crime shifted from punishment towards the stopping crime happening. New horse and foot patrols were introduced both at night and during the day, and these men were frequently referred to as "police". In 1829 with the passing of Robert Peel's Metropolitan Police Act the first official police force was set up. The police force was made up of 3,000 men under the control of the government, with responsibility for policing the entire central area of the City of London. Uniformed and carrying truncheons, the new "Bobbies" (named after Peel) were expected to patrol the streets on agreed beats, so frequently that there would be no opportunity to carry out crimes. The first Metropolitan Police patrols went on to the streets on 29th September 1829 three months after the Metropolitan Police Act 

The early problems of discipline in the Force were mainly that Officers didn’t know their job, were lazy or were drunk on the job. Also letters in the newspaper after the first day's patrolling reflected concern that policemen were not seen in the places that the public would like them to be to prevent crime and disorder. 

Historically, rioting has regularly occurred in London. The Strand Riots of 1749 needed the policing attention of "The Bow Street Runners". [image: image4.jpg]


The Metropolitan Police were involved in crowd control from their earliest days, baton charges were used from 1830. In 1833 a riot at Cold Bath Fields resulted in the death of PC Culley. The inquest jury returned a verdict of justifiable homicide. Meaning the judge felt his death was largely the Police’s own fault

Industrial disputes were also common to the streets of London. The police were instrumental in keeping public transport running in the 1926 General Strike. In recent years the police have had to take on duties for the Fire Brigade and Ambulance service.  






