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powers similar to those of sheriffs. Following the British system, night 
watchmen, operating during the night and later in the day, were also used 
to supplement law enforcement. The first night watch was implemented 
in Boston in the 1630s and consisted of an officer and six other men (some 
were soldiers and others citizens). This group of citizens patrolled the 
towns and cities to watch for suspicious actors, maintained street lamps, 
called the hour, gave weather reports, raised the hue and cry (i.e., alert-
ing people to a problem or difficulty), and reported fires or any sort of 
mayhem. If something suspicious was noted, the watchman reported this 
activity to the constable.

Vigilantes
In some locales, vigilantes performed law enforcement duties with 

no legal authority. Vigilantes are self-appointed distributors of justice— 
at least justice as they see it. Charles Lynch, a Virginia farmer, was an early 
vigilante during the revolutionary period who led a group of men that 
tracked down and punished outlaws and other assorted criminals.5 His 
acts as a vigilante resulted in the adoption of the term lynching. Another 
early example of vigilantism beginning in about 1765 and lasting almost 
6 years was in colonial North Carolina with the Regulator Movement. This 
movement featured armed citizens turning on corrupt colonial officials 
such as sheriffs. Citizens believed that sheriffs, the courts, and others in 
power were using collected taxes for personal gain. Citizens complained 
that sheriffs collected and pocketed taxes only to return to citizens  
and demand taxes already paid. The colonial governor supported  
this corrupt system. The citizens—primarily lower class individuals—
rebelled against those in power—primarily higher class individuals—to 
establish an honest government and reduce taxation. Elites in power 
brought in the militia to crush the uprising of the citizens and hung its 
leaders.

In South Carolina in the 1760s, citizen vigilantes went into action for a different cause. 
Unlike the uprising in North Carolina, the events in South Carolina occurred to protect 
citizens from outlaw gangs that had been terrorizing citizens. Because funding for peace 
officers had never materialized, citizens took law enforcement (policing and courts) into 
their own hands. This episode of vigilantism resulted in the funding of needed criminal 
justice improvements by the governor of South Carolina.

Slave Patrols
Another type of policing entity that emerged in the South was the slave patrol. 

Slave patrols originated in 1704 in South Carolina and consisted of a group of three to 
six white men whose purpose was to regulate the behavior of slaves and to hunt down 
and punish escaped slaves. Some argue that slave patrols were the first organized police 
organizations in America. Patrol members were frequently selected from state militias, 
and members were armed with and freely used firearms and whips. Apprehended slaves 
were not privy to any due process such as a jury trial or testifying on their own behalf. 
Slave patrols spread throughout the South and eventually became a national law. The 
Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 was passed by the U.S. Congress to address fears of a “slave 
power conspiracy” as the population of slaves grew. This law required that runaway slaves 
be returned to their masters and that law enforcement agents arrest anyone thought to 
be a runaway slave. Persons who aided runaway slaves by offering food or shelter were 
subject to 6 months in prison and a $1,000 fine. Slave patrols created difficulty for both 
free and enslaved black persons, as all were subjected to questions, general harassment, 
requirements to disperse, and searches of their persons and homes by slave patrols. Often 
the patrols meted out punishment such as maiming and death regardless of whether a 
law had been broken.
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