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Did we need a Police Force?
Before Robert Peel became Home Secretary in 1822, he had already served 6 years as First Secretary in Ireland, effectively its Prime Minister. During that time he was truly dismayed by the levels of lawlessness, violence and murder amongst the Irish people, which he had attempted to control by setting up a Police Force based in Dublin- the first Peelers and a ‘buffer’ between ordinary people and the armed militia. They did not solve the problem, but achieved a fair amount of success and Peel’s admiration for their efforts.
When he became Home Secretary, Peel was convinced that a similar force (nowadays we call it a service) was needed in the rest of the UK, especially London, so set up a select committee to examine its feasibility. Unfortunately, they decided ‘No- such a force would be seen as ‘an instrument of Government designed to watch the citizen and curb his freedom’. 
Peel was not happy and wrote, ‘Liberty does not consist of having your home robbed by organised gangs of thieves and in leaving the principal streets of London in the nightly possession of drunken women and vagabonds!’  Yes, he did say drunken women and although no statistics were available, there must have been a problem for a Mr John Bee to write in a pamphlet for visitors to London- ‘Always prefer streets to lanes and these again to narrow alleys and passages, especially by night.’ He warned them that Thames Street; Aldgate; Butcher’s Row; the Seven Dials and the lower parts of Westminster were ‘every one of them to be avoided by delicate persons of either sex.’
So what enforcement was there at that time? Basically, a hotch-potch of parochial parish constables, watchmen and patrols, usually older men and often unpaid. There is little doubt that many of them were corrupt, content to ‘look the other way’ while crimes were committed, taking their share of the booty later on. Even the honest ones could achieve little with the inadequate resources available to them, usually a lantern and wooden stave, though some did carry a cutlass. 

In complete contrast were the well-organised patrols working from Bow Street Magistrates Court. First were the ‘Bow Street Runners’ established by Magistrate Henry Fielding in 1753. Do not confuse these with the Bow Street Patrols (see later)- there were only ever 8 Bow Street Runners and they did not wear uniforms, being paid a retainer and usually a reward on capture for arresting criminals wanted by the Magistrates. Their badge of office was a short hollow tipstaff, inside which they could carry Court documents for service. A tap on the shoulder of the defendant with the tipstaff was deemed to be good service, as the defendant could then decide whether to accept and read the document or not, but it would be no defence to later claim that he/she didn’t know what it said. 
The Bow Street Patrols came later in 1805, and were a genuine visible deterrent to criminals. Firstly on horseback, later on foot, they wore a bright red waistcoat, earning the nickname ‘Redbreasts’, and were armed with pistols, truncheons and handcuffs. But again, numbers were low as finance had to be raised locally and by 1821, although there were only about 100 of them, they were a genuine forerunner of what Peel had in mind- prevention of crime rather than arrest and harsh punishment of offenders. As a comparison though, his Metropolitan Police began in 1829 with 895 constables, quickly rising to over 3,000. 
Undeterred by the setback of 1822, when the select committee had decided against the setting up of a professional Police service, Peel had another go 6 years later and this time, to his delight they agreed, but only for London; he had hoped to be able to cover the whole Country. The Metropolitan Police Act of 1829 gave the authority that he needed, he knew what he wanted and he knew how to go about it. Note also that he immediately recruited about 70 of the ‘Redbreast’ Bow Street Patrol officers- they had impressed him.


Resisting all calls for favours, Peel had decided that positions in his new force would be allocated on merit only, not how well connected you were, and appointed two Commissioners with equal powers- Colonel Charles Rowan, aged 47yrs (who had been at Waterloo with the Duke of Wellington) and Mr Richard Mayne, aged just 33yrs, a barrister. They proved to be excellent choices. A building to serve as HQ was rented in Great Scotland Yard off Whitehall; Peel explained to his two Commissioners what he expected, then gave them pretty much free reign to achieve it, while a third Commissioner was appointed to look after financial and administration matters.
Let’s see how well they did . . . .
