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violence happening before the public’s eyes. Wild proclaimed that he had 
sent more than 60 thieves to the gallows. Eventually, his criminality was 
revealed and public sentiment about him soured. As a result, Wild was 
hanged in 1725 in a spectacle with tickets sold in advance. The hangman 
had been a guest at Wild’s wedding.

The Metropolitan Police Act of 1829
An important advancement in policing was the passage of the 

Metropolitan Police Act of 1829 in Britain. This act, introduced 
by England’s home secretary, Sir Robert Peel, established London’s 
Metropolitan Police Force, based at Scotland Yard. Many people consid-
ered this act as the beginning of modern public policing, and not surpris-
ingly, Peel was dubbed the Father of Modern Policing.

The Metropolitan Police Act replaced the existing jumbled system of 
parish constables and night watchmen with 1,000 constables referred to 
as Bobbies (in England) or Peelers (in Ireland). The newly established 
police agency was militarily structured and initially plagued by problems, 
including corruption and bribery. For the first several years, one third of 
police officers were dismissed annually. Still, the police agency established 
by the act was a vast improvement over the previous means of policing. 
One measure of this was that crime decreased greatly.

In addition to the establishment of the new policing structure, Peel is 
credited with creating guiding principles for police officers. These Peelian 
principles are presented in contemporary references as 9, 10, or 12 tenets; 
however, there is no evidence that Peel promulgated or believed any or all of these prin-
ciples. Furthermore, there is no evidence that Peel presented any principles in a numbered 
or listed fashion. There is evidence that at least some of these principles originated in the 
“New Police Instructions” (1829), which were published in The Times and The Courier news-
papers 5 days before the new constables hit the streets.3 In short, research into the history 
of Peelian principles points to them as an invention of modern-day textbooks.4

Still, the principles widely credited to Peel represent important values thought to have 
guided the beginnings of police modernization. Those principles include the importance 
of public approval for police to work effectively, the need for public cooperation, the need 
for police to operate in impartial service to the law, and the need for police to use physical 
force only when necessary.

COLONIAL AMERICA AND POLICING
Like many aspects of our criminal justice system, policing in the United States can be 

traced back to our English roots. Not surprising, then, is that colonial America was charac-
terized by a variety of law enforcement roles found in Britain at the time. Little changed in 
policing when the colonies broke from the control of England as English common law con-
tinued to rule and each state or territory determined lawful or unlawful behavior. Because 
each colony, territory, and later state maintained full sovereignty, each had to rely on its 
own resources in terms of finances and people for its policing apparatus. Historically, citi-
zens insisted on minimal and local policing. This context is important to keep in mind 
when considering early policing in the colonies and later the United States.

At the beginning, trained police forces did not exist, and methods used to maintain 
the peace were ineffective. In some locales policing agents were unpaid, in other places 
agents were paid, and in yet other locations, each man was expected to participate on a 
rotating basis as an officer. In addition, there were some more formalized positions that 
were expected to maintain order. Parish constables were used in the colonies to maintain 
the weapons and equipment of each hundred, while sheriffs worked in counties. Though 
operating in distinct areas, these highly lucrative roles were similar: Both sheriffs and 
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Sir Robert Peel, Father of Modern Policing. 

Without the influence of Robert Peel, do 

you think that policing would look as it does 

today? Or would it be different? In what 

ways might it have been different?

Web: 
Why are British police officers 

called “Bobbies”?


