Forming the Metropolitan Police

Having been appointed as joint Commissioners by Home Secretary Robert Peel, Colonel Charles Rowan and barrister Richard Mayne set about their task of putting together the first professional Metropolitan Police Force. 
Peel had made it clear that his priority was to make London safer by the prevention of crimes, rather than just catching offenders afterwards. Policing could only be successful with the consent of the public to its existence. He was clearly perplexed by what had happened in the ‘Peterloo Massacre’ of 1819 in Manchester, where a Magistrate had ordered cavalry to disperse a crowd of about 50 thousand people who were protesting that they had no voting rights. Cutlasses were used and 18 people killed, with many more injured. (‘Peterloo’ came from merging St Peters Field, where the event happened, with the Battle of Waterloo four years earlier).
Peel was adamant that he did not want a military-style service, he wanted a ‘buffer’ between ordinary folk and the army. Neither did he want a ‘2-tier’ service as in the Army and Navy, so would not recruit former commissioned officers, accepting only those of private or NCO ranks. Promotions would be on merit and from the bottom upwards, i.e. no direct entry of ‘officers and gentlemen’. All requests from those seeking ‘a favour’ were turned down, Peel not caring whom he upset.
The criteria for recruitment as constables were set out as follows:-
a) maximum age 35 years;
b) at least 5’7” tall (1.7 metres);
c) in good health;
d) no criminal record;
e) able to read and write.
Wages were set at one guinea (21 shillings) per week, about the same as a farm labourer, so it is rather surprising that so many men wanted to join up, but there were plenty of suitable applicants and when the service began operating there was an establishment of 895 constables, 88 sergeants. 20 Inspectors and 8 Superintendents. Note that the rank titles were carefully chosen as non-military, with the exception of sergeant, and the public were already familiar with the term ‘constable’.
Care was also taken over the choice of uniform, being not too dissimilar from the type of clothing worn by civilians at that time- stove-pipe hat, blue swallow-tail tunics with high neck (reinforced with leather to prevent garrotting of the wearer by an attacker); and white trousers in summertime. As an aside, it was permissible for the constable to carry his sandwiches inside his stove-pipe hat whilst out walking the beat. Drinks would have to be obtained elsewhere. A wooden truncheon was carried and a rattle to be sounded when assistance was needed (cumbersome, so later changed to a whistle).
Rules of conduct were clearly set out too:-
a) no frequenting of public houses;
b) no talking to prostitutes;
c) no associating with known criminals;
d) no cultivating of informants;
e) uniform to be worn at all times, with striped wristband to denote when on duty.
Modern-day Police Officers would be unable to function under these rules, but they were necessary at that time. Remember that far too many of the old ‘law-enforcement officers’ had been corrupt, and Peel did not want any suggestion that his officers would associate with criminals socially. And the ‘no frequenting public houses’ rule became necessary as drunkenness was a serious social problem at that time. Indeed, the constable given warrant card number 1 lasted only 4 hours on his first day of duty before he was found drunk and dismissed. Even worse, about half of the serving officers had been sacked for drink-related offences or absenteeism during the first 2 years of the Metropolitan Police’s existence, having to be replaced by new recruits.
The requirement to wear uniform at all times, even when off duty, seems rather onerous, but was considered necessary to avoid allegations of ‘spying on the public in plain clothes’.
So how did the new force fare out on the streets? There was certainly a great deal of opposition to begin with and they soon earned the nicknames of ‘Peelers’ or ‘Bobbies’, which were not terms of endearment. Indeed, one officer was kicked to death when attempting to break up a fight and, even worse, the Coroner’s jury decided it was his own fault! But gradually the public began to realise the advantages of having uniformed officers patrolling the streets, who could and would intervene if they saw offences being committed. The streets became safer. Members of the public felt safer.
Between 1830 and the end of that century, London’s population grew from 1.5 million to 6 million, while its port became the largest in the world. The Metropolitan Police Service grew with it, becoming more professional over time, and crime per head of population fell. It had been recognised at an early stage that policing could only be carried out with the general consent of the public, so care was taken to convince them that this new service was there to protect the people, not to spy on them or curb their freedoms.

Peel would have been pleased to see his aspiration coming to fruition- ‘The police are the public, and the public are the police.’ 
Whilst 1829 had seen Robert Peel (he became ‘Sir’ Robert the following year) achieve a huge success with setting up the Metropolitan Police, it was also the year in which he was obliged to change his mind and opinions about religion completely, and with it the law, because of events elsewhere in Great Britain, especially Ireland. It may have prevented an insurrection but cost him dearly, as will be explained next time.

