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life. Cities such as New York experienced riots, major fires, and economic depressions as a result of 
the strife. A new approach to law enforcement was needed: formal and professional police forces.

The early 19th century was characterized by several policing improvements and the 
organization of the first police departments. While it is difficult to distinguish which city 
was the first to implement an organized police agency, many identify Boston and New 
York as leading the charge. In 1838, Boston was the first major city to require by statute 
the maintenance of a permanent night watch patrol.9 In 1854–1855, this night watch was 
joined with the Boston Police (the day patrol) to form a united entity. Boston also cre-
ated the first detective division in 1851. New York City organized a police force with three 
separate components supervised by different authorities, and rivalries existed among the 
factions. In 1844, the forces were united in a centrally directed police department that 
was based on Peel’s English Bobbies. In the 1830s, using funds left by a philanthropist, 
Philadelphia organized a 24-member police force and a night force with 120 watchmen. 
This force was short-lived, so most note that Philadelphia created its first formal police 
department in 1854. A civilian patrol unit was initially implemented in New Orleans, and 
in 1818, it was replaced by paid watchmen and a professional force.10 Cincinnati required 
all adult men to serve in rotations (with no salary) as night watchmen. By the 1870s, uni-
fied police forces could be found in most U.S. cities.11

Being an officer was a highly desirable job because it paid about $900 annually, which 
was about twice the amount paid to blue-collar workers at the time. Initially many police 
departments required officers to engage in tasks that surprise people today. For instance, 
Boston police officers were charged with maintaining public health. New York City police 
officers were required to sweep the city streets. Other responsibilities included walking 
beats, finding lost children, rescuing people from accidents, regulating markets, putting 
out fires, hauling drunks to the station, moderating domestic fights, and untangling traffic 
jams of horse-drawn vehicles. While these were important tasks, the major responsibility of 
officers was to maintain order, which represented a significant change.

While these professionalization efforts were a step for-
ward, many serious problems remained as officer powers were 
unchecked and corruption continued to be a problem. Officers 
could arrest persons without a warrant, and controversy sur-
rounded the type of weapons they carried. Initially, officers 
carried only clubs, which they used freely. Given the increas-
ing violence of criminals, officers argued for the ability to carry 
revolvers. In contrast, many police chiefs described the carrying 
of revolvers as “unmanly.” Eventually this issue was resolved, 
and officers carried revolvers by the end of the 1850s, although 
they did so without any firearm training. Controversy also sur-
rounded whether officers should be uniformed. In 1693, when 
the first uniformed police officer was appointed in New York, 
the use of police uniforms was uncommon.12 Some noted that 
police sloppiness in appearance was problematic and that uni-
forms might command more respect for officers as the citizens 
continued to disrespect them. In contrast, citizens were appre-
hensive because uniforms were linked to standing armies. The 
uniform debate was settled and the use of uniforms increased 
beginning in 1853. An additional controversy focused on to 
whom the police reported. Policing was highly biased because 
politicians in power selected officers, meaning that they served 
politicians first and the public second. When an incumbent was 
removed from power, officers were replaced by those favored by 
the new politician. This issue was settled in places such as St. 
Louis, Chicago, Detroit, and Cleveland as full control of polic-
ing agencies was moved to the state level. State-controlled polic-
ing agencies were short-lived in some places and lasted much 
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