
112    PART II  •  Law Enforcement

Figure 4.2  n  Major Events in Policing History in the United States, 1600–1960
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1600s
Colonial America—parish 
constables served in urban areas, 
whereas sheriffs served in rural 
areas. These law enforcement 
officers were not professional and 
were appointed by politicians. 
Their primary focus was on 
collecting taxes, since that activity 
was more lucrative than actual 
crime fighting.

1630
 A volunteer nightwatch 

system was first 
established in Boston.

1704
 Slave patrols 
in the South 
emerged.

1818
The Civilian 

Patrol United was 
established in New 

Orleans.

1838
Boston established a 

permanent nightwatch 
patrol (day and night).

1850
A large proportion of 
police officers began 

carrying revolvers.

1850
The Fugitive Slave Law  

codified slave patrols in the 
nation. 

1851
Boston 

established the 
first detective 

division.

1853
Uniformed officers 
became widely used.

1854
Philadelphia created 

the first formal 
police department. 

1855
Philadelphia established 
and organized a police 
department (following an 
1844 failed attempt).

1870s
Most major cities 

had a formal 
organized police 

department.

1871
The International 

Association of Chiefs of 
Police started taking form.

1765
Vigilantes 
were active.
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only in black neighborhoods and could not arrest white citizens. Eventually, more African 
Americans joined police forces. In 2013, about 58,000 black or African American officers were 
employed by local police departments. This corresponds to 12% of local police being black, a 
proportion that has remained stable since 2007, but is greater than the estimate of 9% black 
officers in 1987.28 The percentage of officers who are black differs by jurisdiction. For example, 
about 36.4% of the Philadelphia police department is composed of black officers today.29 This 
is less than found in Los Angeles, where as of 2013, 11.6% of police officers were black.30 In 
New York City at the end of 2010, 53% of all patrol officers were non-Hispanic white (i.e., black, 
Latino, or Asian; no estimate on the proportion of officers who were black is offered).31

Hispanic Police Officers
Gathering information on the history of Hispanic police officers in the United States 

is challenging.32 Hispanic police officers were long present in areas that are now part of 
the United States. Prior to the English arriving in what became the United States in 1609, 
Florida, Texas, New Mexico, and many other locales were home to Hispanics—and to 
Hispanic police officers. While there is information about often brutal policing against 


