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´	�The American System  
of Policing

Very much like in London, Boston was facing a serious 
problem of crime and disorder. Between 1834 and 1838, 
three large-scale riots took place throughout the city, 
highlighting the need for order. The constables, the watch, 
and the ward were simply ineffective against the chaos. 
The answer to their problem was found in the London 
Metropolitan Police template, although the creation of the 
first modern police department looked vastly different in 
Boston than it did in London. In 1838, a bill was passed 
to create a new police department and to appoint police 
officers. The Boston Police Department was much smaller 
than the one in England, officers did not wear uniforms, 
and they were not issued identifying badges.16 Their pres-
ence was felt less than their counterpart’s in England, and 
they were not very successful in reducing crime. In fact, 
the police department was not created officially until 1854, 
when both the watch and the ward were disbanded. This 
is why many people argue that the New York City Police 
Department is the first official police department in the 
United States, as it formed in 1845.

Regardless of which department was first (although 
typically the credit is given to Boston), the United States 
slowly began to see several cities adopt the police depart-
ment model, including New Orleans (1852), Baltimore 
(1853), Chicago (1855), and Philadelphia (1855). It was 
not until after the Civil War (1861–1865), however, that 
the United States witnessed a rapid expansion of police 
departments across the country.17 Policing in America at 
that time did not resemble the modern policing of today. 
American politics were very different in the late 1800s 
and early 1900s, and police departments were created and 
used by politicians very differently than the civil service 
and “protect and serve” focus of today. This is why two 
leading police scholars, George L. Kelling and Mark H. 
Moore, have explained that policing, like any profession, 
is constantly evolving and changing.18 They identify three 

distinct eras that policing has moved through in American history: the 
political era, the reform era, and the community era. In addition, because 
Kelling and Moore’s research was published in 1988 and they could not 
have foreseen future changes, another author has argued that in the after-
math of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States, the 
police have entered a new era of policing, that of homeland security (see 
Table 6.1).19 These four eras of policing are discussed more fully in the 
sections that follow (see Figure 6.2).

Early History of Policing: 
A Timeline

FIGURE 6.1

1066
Frankpledge system created;
An example of chiefdom

1285
English created night watch system;
Members of the watch shouted if trouble 
was at hand

Late 1200s
Sheriff, constable, and watch-and-ward 
system fully implemented;
Sheriff also collected taxes

1693
Thief-taker system created;
Thiefs paid for catching other thiefs

1748
Bow Street Runners created by Henry 
Fielding;
Fielding hired constables to patrol Bow 
Street District in London

1797
Patrick Colquhoun created Marine Police 
Force to respond to crime near the River 
Thames

1829
Under leadership of Sir Robert Peel, the 
Metropolitan Police Act of 1829 was 
passed;
London Metropolitan Police Department 
was the first modern police department

1845
First police department in the United 
States created in New York City


